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Abstract
Purpose – This paper aims to explore the direction and extent of changes in the approach of organisations
to employee development that have occurred as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Design/methodology/approach – This research is of a qualitative nature. The thematic exploration uses the
analysis offindings from 19 in-depth interviewswith experiencedHRmanagers and is preceded by desk research.
Findings – The findings advance our understanding of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
developmental processes in organisations. The results indicate, apart from the change in the form and
methodology of employee trainings due to the pandemic, that employees also desire new subjects to aid their
development. One also noticed decreased employee engagement and increased fatigue with the use of
multiple, online development initiatives.
Practical implications – For learning and development (L&D) practitioners, there are implications in relation to
tailoring developmental offerings to fit the needs of employees to help them to progress more in the course of their
work. In this new reality, an agile approach to employee development canworkmuch better. The activities of the L&D
departments should also take into greater account the changing and unpredictable reality as well as the evolving
nature of information and communication technologies (ICT). The COVID-19 pandemicmay contribute to the analysis
andmodernisation of existing offerings for development in organisations and foster a culture of lifelong learning.
Originality/value – This research makes an important contribution to the literature by examining the impact
of situational context on modifications in development activities undertaken in organisations. The results indicate
the need to change the existing role of L&D teams in organisations, taking into account the maximum use of e-
learning potential, while understanding its limitations. It can be assumed that while the pandemic develops,
designing hybrid learning will become even more important and L&D professionals will focus on combining the
flexibility of self-training and available online resources with highly engaging real-world experiences.

Keywords Training and development, E-learning, Learning and development,
Human resource development, Employee learning, Learning ecosystem,
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Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The pace of change, uncertainty, unpredictability and ambiguity of events, as well as
intensified development of modern technology dynamically shape the work environment,
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influencing trends and methods used in employee development. Expectations change,
developmental forms evolve and the need for new tools and training emerges (Williams,
2020). Currently, human capital development is no longer just a set of organised, time-based
activities aimed at changing human behaviour (Swanson and Holton, 2008), but the a shift is
occurring from formal training to shaping a culture of lifelong individual development
(Sloman, 2007; Morgan-Klein and Osborne, 2007; Jarvis, 2010); this shift encourages
learning, teaching and re-learning in the course of work (Bersin, 2018; Gottfredson and
Mosher, 2010; Wong and Aspinwall, 2004). Employees are expected to take more
responsibility for enhancing current skills and adding new ones to meet current job
demands, prepare for leadership opportunities and ensure their own employability to move
and adapt within and between organisations as needed (Molloy and Noe, 2010). Such a new
approach is required by the dynamic times of VUCA, i.e. the environment in which
organisations currently operate. Volatility means that it is increasingly difficult to predict
future events, their pace and scale. Examples include the digitalisation of the labour market,
the intensification of migration flows in Europe, global conflicts, as well as the current
COVID-19 pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, a struggle for the entire world.
All this leads to a sense of uncertainty and anxiety. Change is more rapid than before and
has a global reach affecting businesses, the economy and social attitudes.

The crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has consequences on many levels – in the
health sector, the economy, the labour market, education, perception to technological advances
technology or the approach to new related, legal regulations. It turns out that new technology is
crucial in the fight against the crisis, because it enables communication and remote work or
online learning on an unprecedented scale. The key advantage of incorporating collaborative
technologies into the learning environment is that users are able to have constant accessibility
on the training materials (on-demand) from anywhere using various devices (Fake and
Dabbagh, 2020). At the country level, a nation’s human resource development (HRD) policy and
human resource trainings schemes become catalyst for the growth of the workforce’s
productivity, especially in the Industrial Revolution 4.0, which requires advanced technological
knowledge (Man, 2020). To some extent, the crisis has also forced us to face a number of
outstanding issues related to the scale of technological interference in both professional and
private life. It raises uncomfortable questions about how to approach the use of digital
technologies and data in the spirit of common European values, with respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms. Deep transformations in many areas of life are not over yet – we
are in the process. This also applies to human resources at the companies. This pandemic also
redefined the area of learning and development in organisations (Training Magazine, 2019;
Kshirsagar et al., 2020; Jingfang and Yates, 2020; CIPID, 2020; Gartner Report, 2020; Raheja,
2021). Development in companies is a topic more important than ever today. The time of radical
changes means the need to re-evaluate beliefs, attitudes and redefine the required competences.
We ask questions about the sense and effectiveness of the actions taken and the methods by
which we carry out these actions. The roles of CEOs, leaders, managers and L&D departments
have been completely redefined. Despite a recognition of the importance of employee
development in organisation, research on what contributes to employee development is still
nascent (Nielsen et al., 2017).

The aim of this article is to analyse the direction and extent of changes in the approach of
organisations in Poland to employee development that have occurred as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic. The conducted research was of a qualitative nature. Thematic exploration was
used to analyse the findings of 19 in-depth interviewswith experienced HRmanagers.

The research shows that businesses have approached training and development during
the pandemic in different ways. In some companies, the development area has completely
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ceased to exist due to layoffs, reduced budgets and the termination of contracts with
trainers. Yet, other organisations are investing in remote tools and forms of employee
development, starting a time of an unprecedented rapid development of the digital
transformation in HRD (Kniffin et al., 2020; McGuire et al., 2021). In some cases the
gamification has become increasingly common in employee training (Armstrong and
Landers, 2018). There is also another direction of actions in organisations –maintaining the
existing development plans. This situation is experienced by companies that have not yet
been affected by the crisis; in some cases, new opportunities and even better prospects have
emerged. So, what does an individual need to adapt to this new reality? Above all, one must
develop and nurture flexibility and courage in light of unexpected events. According to
Thomas Friedman, an American journalist and publicist, curiosity and passion are currently
the most important components of development processes in the world. Employers who
support workplace education and training programs enjoy a more conscientious,
resourceful, loyal and dependable workforce (Goldglantz, 2013).

The important goal of this study is to show the impact of situational context on
modifications in development activities undertaken in organisations and in particular, to
describe how companies have modified HRD activities under the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic. For learning and development (L&D) practitioners, there are implications in
relation to tailoring developmental offerings to fit the needs of employees to help them to
progress more in the course of their work. In this new and unpredictable reality, an agile
approach to employee development seems to work much better.

Theoretical background
Employee development in organisations
Human capital is nowadays perceived as a valuable and desirable good, which, when
properly applied, stimulates the growth of the company’s market value and, in the long run,
proves to be much more important than the possession and use of material resources and
financial capital (Tharenou et al., 2007; Nadiv et al., 2017; Somogyi, 2020). According to
Mayo (2000) employee development, including the continuing generation and exchange of
knowledge and experience, is concluded to be the key driver of value growth in any kind of
organisation. Training should have specific goals which are in one of these three categories:
increasing the personal effectiveness of employees (such as competence improvement);
increasing the added value being achieved currently (such as the use of new systems and
better methodologies); generating future value (e.g. developing the expertise and potential of
people). Professional development can be understood as broadening the knowledge and
skills necessary for the proper performance of tasks in a current position while developing
additional competences in terms of promotion, transfer to another position or organisational
change. Professional development is used to achieve a strictly planned goal over a certain
period of time, requiring adequate preparation for career planning while assisting in an
employee’s personal development. Very often, activities outside of work permeate indirectly
the professional sphere and thus enrich the employee’s competences with new knowledge,
skills and experience, not necessarily directly related to the job, but perhaps at some point
helpful in its performance (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Skule, 2004; Spaan et al., 2016). It is extremely
difficult to analyse professional development in isolation from personal development, as
these are processes that run in parallel, intertwine and influence each other at some point in
life (Noe et al., 2014). It is worth to emphasise that HRD interventions can positively
contribute to organisation’s innovation activities. HRD is also found to positively influence
employee engagement, leadership, manager’s motivation to learn, the promotion of a
learning culture and social capital development (Sheehan et al., 2014). Emerging
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technologies in particular are playing a key role in helping to find innovative ways of
helping people of all ages to develop knowledge and skills (Mulvie, 2021) and become almost
the only available option to guarantee the employee development during the COVID-19
pandemic. Technology trends will become even more important in 2021 and beyond. They
will decide not only about the competitive advantage but also about survival – professional
and organisational to be or not to be.

Professional career development
Professional development, in a narrower sense, is defined, inter alia, as a process used to
create opportunities to develop the professional interests and abilities of employees
(Matthews et al., 2004, p. 168), which eventually should lead to the expansion of their
knowledge and skills in a specific area. This is defined in more detail by Sutherland and
Canwell (2004, pp. 181-182), pointing to five basic functions of professional development:

(1) expanding knowledge – helpful in problematic situations, especially in conceptual work;
(2) learning from experience – gaining practical knowledge by observing oneself and

other employees and implementing new solutions to one’s work;
(3) developing new attitudes and beliefs – changes in views, system of values, rules

and standards of conduct;
(4) possibility of rebuilding professional qualifications – individual competences of an

employee, their diagnosis and improvement to a higher level; and
(5) cooperation and contribution to the development of personnel–sharing skills and

knowledge, using knowledge of other employees, mutual learning and action
(coaching, mentoring, peer tutoring, etc.).

From a management perspective, professional development is usually defined as the
development of an employee within an organisation according to the needs of the
organisation and the results, capabilities and preferences of the employees (Armstrong and
Taylor, 2020). This understanding of the term puts great emphasis on looking at
professional development from two perspectives of the organisation: employer’s and
employee’s. First, the development of an employee is stimulated by the organisation in
which he or she works. It sets requirements, expectations, enforcing behavioural changes
and acquisition of new skills and knowledge. An important developmental impulse is the
feedback from the professional environment, both positive and negative, which influences
the learning process. Also, any changes inside and outside the organisation make it
necessary to adapt to new conditions, shaping the relevant competences. On the other hand,
the employee feels the need for professional development, which results from his/her
ambitions, motivations and interests. Therefore, one of the objectives of an effectively
operating organisation should be a balanced and coherent way of supporting the
development of its employees’ competences. Competence is understood here as knowledge,
skills, attitudes, abilities, styles of action, personality, principles, interests and other
characteristics which, when used and developed in the work process, lead to results that are
in line with the strategic goals of the organisation (Mourão and Fernandes, 2020).

Lifelong learning culture
Nowadays the opportunities for development and education are greater than ever before. It
is easier to find knowledge, catalogue and collect data or information. Thanks to the wide
reach of the Internet, vast knowledge is open to us. What we need to work on today in
particular is maintaining internal motivation to use these diverse and developing knowledge
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resources in the workplace on a daily basis. Lifelong learning is becoming more important
than formal education (Maheshwari and Vohra, 2018). Employers know that and use
modern development methods and tools increasingly often to attract and retain the greatest
talents in the organisation. The current concept of a career forces companies to provide
employees with an always accessible development environment, allowing them to quickly
build, develop and transform skills, often on their own terms. Organisations that largely
base success on human capital should remember to systematically invest in expanding
knowledge and facilitating the acquisition of new skills by its employees. The business
environment is constantly changing, technology is developing dynamically, therefore, an
employee who is supposed to be professionally effective should constantly update his or her
knowledge, broaden competences and have a chance to develop the potential inherent in it
(Britz, 2018), also during the pandemic (Cormier et al., 2020).

Some recent research finding suggest that developing a lifelong learning mindset in
employees enhances both objective and subjective career success (Drewery et al., 2020) and
what more, the employee professional development increases job satisfaction and reduces
turnover (Glazer et al., 2019). It should be emphasised that now is the time for scholars to
acknowledge an expanded domain of development activities, and integrate employee-driven
development into traditional development theory (Dachner et al., 2019).

Changes in development processes that occurred with the emergence of
COIVD-19 – desk research results
The need for social isolation due to the ongoing pandemic is also stigmatising the education
and training market. It has become necessary to move the area of development from
physical training spaces and face-to-face contact to the internet environment. A survey of
1,675 L&D experts at the beginning of 2020 shows that 57% of them planned higher online
learning budgets last year. The coronavirus has been a catalyst for change and has only
accelerated the transformation of learning (LinkedIn Learning Report, 2020). The priorities
in organisations have changed, and there is a need for new competences. L&D experts are
convinced that this is the beginning of a larger and more lasting transformation that will
take place not only at the technological level but also in the awareness of employers and
employees. Workers, managers and business leaders are all feeling the pressure to upskill
and reskill. Most of them say COVID-19 and the resulting economic crisis have accelerated
their need to acquire new skills. What more, development opportunities are harder to find at
work amid the global health and economic crisis. Nearly half of workers (46%) say their
employers have reduced upskilling and reskilling opportunities during the pandemic
(Degreed Report, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has somehow forced the training market to intensively use the
video format as the best available alternative to face-to-face meetings. Videoconferences,
webinars, virtual trade fairs, open days and networking meetings are everyday life for
professionals in many industries. There are many reasons to believe that the situation in
which a large part of business interactions has moved to different forms of remote
communication will last longer and become our new, everyday life. Therefore, it is worth
considering how to effectively implement development processes under such conditions to
gain competitive advantages.

The role of learning and development departments
One of the key objectives of L&D departments in organisations has always been to help
people retrain and develop their skills. This need has existed for a long time due to intense
demographic, socio-economic and economic changes. Senior employees are moving to
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advisory positions or are retiring. Younger workers take their place in the labour market.
Many workers emigrate in search of work, many do not have a permanent job, or their
professional profile does not coincide with that desired in modern economies. Still others
need to develop newer, more useful professional skills. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted
the issues mentioned above, and, in this sense, created an even greater opportunity and need
for active involvement of L&D departments in organisations (Lee, 2020). The L&D
departments were in many cases completely unprepared for such a change – both in terms
of competences and tools. Only one in four companies, out of 108 participating in the survey
conducted by Fosway Group in May 2020 in Europe, admitted that they went through it
without major problems, and practically all of them were forced to change their existing
learning and development strategy in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Fosway Group
Report, 2020). This change has mainly consisted of the need for a rapid shift towards the use
of digital learning, for which the demand has radically increased, both from stakeholders
and learners themselves. In total, 21% of those surveyed indicated that digital learning
solutions were implemented and developed in a great hurry, and often required the
introduction of completely new, modern tools previously unused in the organisation. Only
5% of those questioned considered that both the learning and development strategies, as
well as tools and development resources will return to their original state after the pandemic.

In another study – The Ken Blanchard Companies (2020) survey, L&D specialists were
asked how the meaning of face-to-face training may change in COVID world. 56% of the
respondents believe that traditional classroom activities will not lose their importance and
will become part of hybrid development programs (blended experience), but 24% of
respondents believe that live meetings in place will only be organised for high impact
events. Only 17% claim that classroom training will remain the standard and the preferred
form of development.

Also, the research results carried out by The Association for Talent Development in
August 2020 indicate a significant increase in the use of e-learning in organisations. In total,
99% of organisations provide e-learning to their employees, compared to 76% only five
years ago. Over the next five years, 100% of the organisations participating in the survey
declare that they intend to offer e-learning within the framework of HRD activities (ATD
Research Report, 2020).

The study conducted in Poland by Digital University and Great Digital Report (2020)
tested employees’ beliefs about remote education, their experiences and learning
preferences, and employers’ attitudes to virtual education. In total, 77% of respondents
believe that remote education can be the same experience as residential education – good or
bad.

The overall conclusion that emerges in the result of desk research, is that the global
health and economic crisis has had three big impacts on the state of the workforce skills.
First, it’s accelerating the need for new skills. Second, it’s reducing opportunities for
upskilling. Third, it’s reskilling andmaking the workforce more stressed and vulnerable.

Methodology
The research described is of a qualitative and exploratory nature. In the context of the
theoretical premises discussed above, it appears important to recognise the changes that
occurred in the development processes in organisations in Poland as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic. The results presented below are an attempt to fill this research gap. They are a
part of a larger research project carried out within the framework of the statutory study
entitled “Human capital management in the conditions of sustainable development”,
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conducted at the Institute of Human Capital of SGH Warsaw School of Economics in the
period fromMay to August 2020.

The research group included 19 people, employed as HR Managers in various
organisations in Poland. Invitations to take part in the interview were addressed to
representatives of specific global companies. The purposeful selection of the respondents
was made to assure reaching people working in large international organisations, and it will
be likely to encounter the best or inspiring practices in this area within selected
organisations. The profile of respondents is presented in Table 1.

Individual in-depth interview (IDI) preceded by desk research (mentioned above) were
used as research methods. This article discusses the results of studies in the practices in the
field of employee development, which have been implemented and transformed
organisations in Poland and on the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on the existing
activities in this scope. The collected transcriptions of the interviews were then subjected to
qualitative analysis and coding. The in-depth interviews allowed participants to share their
insights into the changes taking place in organisation in the L&D area. The following
research questions were formulated, and addressed to HR experts:

RQ1. Has the COVID-19 pandemic changed the approach to employee development in
the organisation? If so, why and to what extent?

RQ2. Have existing programs been changed? What new solutions have been
introduced?

RQ3. Which practices/solutions were abandoned?What tools have proved successful?

The interviews were recorded, and then transcripts were prepared in the form of text
documents. The detailed steps for the study procedure are presented in Figure 1.

The key analytical process in qualitative research in social sciences is coding –
classifying and categorising individual pieces of data, combined with a system of finding
them. The content of interviews was catalogued by topic. The concept was also in this case
the main principle of encoding qualitative data. Coding and searching for relationships

Table 1.
Profile of interview
participants

Organisation’s size No. of respondents

large 17
medium 1
small 1

Industry Number of respondents
trade 1
production 2
public sector 3
services 10
high tech 3

Seniority in HR Number of respondents
5–10 years 12
11–20 years 7

Gender Number of respondents
woman 13
man 6
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between concepts was a key element in the process of research analysis (Lofland and
Lofland, 1995, p. 188). During the analysis, open coding was used to name and categorise
phenomena by carefully examining the collected data. In this approach, the codes somehow
impose themselves on the researcher as a result of analysing and checking data (Strauss and
Corbin, 1990, p. 62). Figure 2. presents the used codes-to-theorymodel.

The detailed codes, categories and concepts, which have been used to data analysis are
presented in Table 2.

Findings
The research carried out clearly indicates that like many other countries, the new
reality forced a significant portion of Polish companies to modify their employee
development plans. Companies rarely gave up the training aspect altogether but were
more likely to introduce budgetary constraints due to the difficult situation. The
available resources were most often invested in the development of new, important and
required competences:

A key element of our new development strategy is to quickly adapt employees to the
change and use its potential to increase revenue (R2).

New challenges, the nature of responsibilities, and the form and conditions of work in a
reality dominated by the pandemic highlight an urgent need for new competences, which,
however, have no chance of being developed in the traditional, offline way. Companies,
therefore, have developed remote tools and forms of development:

[. . .] all initiatives that were supposed to be conducted offline were conducted online. The
development activities were transferred to the internet (R1).

Figure 1.
The detailed steps for
the study procedure

1. Development of a strategy for
selecting IDI participants

2. Development of the IDI scenario

3. Realization of online interviews

4. Transcription of interviews

5. Analysis of the obtained data

Figure 2.
The used codes-to-

theory model

Code

Code Category TheoryConcepts

Code
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Codes Categories Themes/Concepts

Change as a potential Attitude to change in the context of
development activities

Organisations’ perception
of changes in HRDChange as a threat

Focusing on thriving
Survival attitude
Modification of development plans HRD strategy adopted in the

organisation during the pandemicShift towards digital learning
Budget constraints
Suspension of developmental activities
Maintenance of existing activities
Stress management The most frequently implemented

topics of development activities
Direction and scope of
changes in development
activities

Mindfulness
Remote work
Time management
Work-life balance
Well-being, resilience and mental
health
Communication in remote teams
E-learning Shift to digital learning forms
Blended learning
Webinars
Interactive learning materials
Self-directed learning
Online meetings
Suspension of f2f trainings
Knowledge pills Shift to passive online learning

methodsMicrolearning
Online psychological support
Online office events
Limiting group work
Learning management system The most frequently used tools
Learning experience platform
Social media
Video
Podcast
Video conferencing
Departure from creating and managing
the HRD process

Changing L&D functions and tools Changing the role of L&D
in the organisation

Diagnosing competency gaps
Indicating directions of development
Identifying tools and existing
developmental resources
Active engagement in acceleration of
digital transformation
Simplification and modernisation of
development tools
Creating a coherent learning ecosystem
Proactivity in action Changes to the current L&D

strategySupporting employees with reduced
commitment
Servant role
Giving employees more freedom and
flexibility

(continued )

Table 2.
Codes used in data
analysis
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[. . .] all forms connected to development have been transferred to the Internet. There
have not been such strong solutions in our organisation so far. So, all the forces of the
organisation were pushed to create such an offer. In the form of webinars, which was not so
easy, because maintaining focus, engagement of participants is different in the classroom,
and different in the webinars. So, there was a lot of effort, not only from coaches and
consultants, everyone was involved. This is a very big job, and it was very difficult (R18).

There is another course of action on the market – maintaining the existing development
plans. However, only companies that have not been influenced by the crisis are in such a
comfortable position. Their businesses have not been affected, and in some cases, even new
opportunities for action have emerged, even better prospects. At these companies, employee
development plans have only been postponed for the future – so as to secure the budget for
unforeseen risks or only, keeping the health of employees in mind, to return to the stationary
forms of development when the pandemic is over. These companies have also started to buy
online trainings for their employees instead of the previously intended in-house trainings:

We offered employees short versions of online trainings, because the traditional ones
were temporarily suspended, but participants who were enrolled can benefit from a simpler
version of this training, which is delivered virtually. So, the participants were not alone.
Then they will be able to make a transfer or sign up again when everything returns to
normal, but they have this basic information in a shortened online form (R1).

[. . .] we have opened up a much larger pool of development opportunities, which are not
strictly related to job development, in a given role. We have access, for example, to training
courses offered by the ICAN Business Academy. These are e-learning modules offered by
ICAN, and last year by Harvard Business Review. And we distributed this as a certain pool
of open development trainings (R5).

HRD is going through the biggest transformation in its history at an exponential rate,
but, importantly, it’s not about moving everything one-to-one online. Both tools and formats
change as the industry tries out new solutions. Not only employers from various industries
but also training companies that have not yet provided online services had to adapt
incredibly quickly to the situation and implement the necessary technologies. The challenge

Codes Categories Themes/Concepts

Empowering employees
Building a true lifelong learning
culture within organisation
Use of different digital tools The demand for technical

competences of L&D employeesDigital learning fluency
Data analytics
Instructional designing
Online facilitation skills
Agile methodology
Remote cooperation The demand for soft skills of L&D

employees
L&D competencies in new
digital workplaceCritical thinking

Empathy
Creativity and innovation
Ability to work under time
pressure and resistance to stress
Willingness to learn and self-
development

Table 2.
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was to find a balance between optimal technology, duration of the development service, its
cost and maintaining the highest quality standards. Another challenge for L&D was to
wisely manage the expectations of employees, who often lacked sufficient knowledge of the
specifics of individual online training forms and were looking for formats that were not
necessarily the best for everyone in terms of learning efficiency – but cheaper and requiring
little involvement:

Of course, all the development activities that we had planned have moved to the online
platform – maybe not in the same form, because the content has also been modified.
Adapted to the remote form and also to the new needs which appeared in this specific
period. There was a moment of downtime because the company had to reorganise itself into
remote trainings. However, we have to admit that due to the fact that we are a large global
organisation, most of these solutions are prepared by teams working around the world. As a
result, this offer has been changed as quickly as possible, and we make available everything
that can be made available. So that employees do not feel that there will be any stagnation
in their development. So first of all, we prepared quite a rich package of online trainings
from the available platforms that employees can capitalise on when some of them are less
busy – to use the spare time for trainings they would like (R15).

Due to the pandemic, apart from the change in the form and methodology of training
implementation, the subjects of developmental forms desired by employees have also
changed. According to the respondents, the most frequently selected training courses were
those devoted to topics such as remote work and communication in dispersed teams, time
management, healthy lifestyle and work–life balance. It is impossible not to mention the
psychological aspect – these difficult changes often caused anxiety in employees, being in
isolation impacted their mood and the need to combine family responsibilities with work at
home increased the feeling of fatigue. Therefore, training offers related to emotions and
stress management, attentiveness training, empathic communication and assertiveness
were often conducted. Workshops and therapeutic sessions conducted online by
psychologists with staff have also become popular:

In addition, the company offers a mental health programme, i.e. we have the right people
designated and trained in mental support. So, if anybody has a problem, they can report to
that person. In addition, we have an external helpline where every employee can
anonymously call and get psychological advice but also about life (R1).

It should be emphasised that most of the respondents see the potential in this somewhat
forced by the COVID-19 pandemic transformation of development activities offered by
organisations:

[. . .] despite the obvious side effects of the whole situation, various difficult situations, I
think there are areas where it worked very well, because if it wasn’t for this crisis, it would
probably not have happened. In the case of our organisation, it is a test of remote work, but
also such a fairly strong impulse for many people, who until now were a little bit on the
backwater with different modern solutions, because they were afraid of it, because they did
not know how to do it – it was a little bit of an impulse for them that they can. Thanks to the
trainings, that there was no way out, the level of efficiency in the use of MS Teams or other
remote contact solutions was a little bit aligned. So that’s a plus. Some kind of a benefit from
the whole situation (R12).

However, mainly due to the fact that remote cooperation is more cognitively burdensome
than direct cooperation, and during online meetings employees experienced more fatigue
and stress compared to situations related to other professional duties, some of the
respondents also pointed out the observed decrease in employee engagement and lack of
interest in very interesting online initiatives:
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[. . .] I notice that the employees are already so overloaded and it’s a bit of wait-and-see.
Any additional activities, whether engaging in additional initiatives or development or
whatever, I see that it meets more resistance than before (R13).

Research shows that e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic is often the only possible
form of development. However, it is not easy to keep in employees that are busy, tired,
stressed and uncertain of tomorrow in front of the e-learning training screens. Solutions
supporting cooperation, groupwork and quick access to information can help in this:

We used to leave for 2 days, this night was necessary, two full days, 8 hours of training
each day. Now you’re going away from it. Unless the intensity of the processes that take
place in the group is necessary and people need to spend a lot of time together. There are
some things that can’t be skipped. But a lot of things can be done remotely. Also, interactive
exercises, including those offered by Microsoft Teams, allow one to divide into rooms,
people can work in subgroups physically being in different places (R4).

Can every competence be developed online? What effectiveness can be achieved through
blended learning, i.e. combining different forms and development tools? When is it worth
organising a webinar, and what will employees gain from ready-made online trainings to be
displayed anytime and anywhere? Perhaps, in a given situation, it is enough to take a
knowledge pill. What should one choose if a classic on-site training formula is best known
for the organisation; how does one prepare for live online training? Before L&D
representatives decide to choose a specific development form, it would be worthwhile to look
for answers to the key questions indicated above. Then, the employee will be able to consult
an expert from his or her L&D department, examine the needs – so that the time actually
devoted to development can bring tangible results. No one doubts that this is only the
beginning of numerous changes, and digitisation in development processes will be
continued. It can be expected that training offerings will be further enriched with various
online forms and that an agile approach to employee development will become increasingly
important. It is high time for new technologies to enter in a modern way these areas of
development. Although many employees will soon be happy to return to the training rooms,
the quality change seems to be certain:

Networking will certainly remain an important element of trainings and conferences. But
we will also learn to acquire information effectively online – we will see that it works, that it
saves us time, and supports our personal productivity (R3).

It turns out that such an approach of quick bites – so to speak – training, short online
meetings, intensive, it really works very well (R4).

A huge change will be probably soon brought by another technological leap, i.e. the use
of virtual reality, augmented reality and artificial intelligence in development areas on a
greater scale (Maity, 2019; Martirosov and Kopecek, 2017).

Discussion and conclusions
The findings show that the COVID-19 pandemic has affected developmental processes in
organisations in Poland. The results indicate, apart from the change in the form and
methodology of employee trainings due to the pandemic, that employees also desire new
topics to aid their development. What else was noticed is the decreased employee
engagement and increased fatigue with the use of multiple, online development initiatives.
Screen-fatigue syndrome takes its toll when trying to recreate old habits online (Bailenson,
2021). The most important conclusions and usefulness of the presented reflection are related
to the thesis that the coronavirus forced us to quickly cross digital borders, and in many
cases, we paid a high price for it. It is time to diligently but carefully prepare for
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organisational change, balancing the functioning of all in a planned manner areas of the
company, including HRD.

The consequences of the changes resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic for leaders,
teams and organisations are not easy to estimate at this stage – it is difficult to determine
clearly what exactly this change will mean in the long term. For many organisations, this
will be a confusing experience, but it can also be an opportunity to rethink the way people
are managed and developed. Employees and leaders need to understand new tasks and their
roles; they need information and a plan to rebuild a shaken or demolished structure. Many of
the managers’ actions are concerned with changing the work organisation due to remote
working. However, it seems risky to look at it only from a technical point of view. L&D
leaders certainly have an important task ahead of them – to manage their own expectations
so as to mobilise the team to proactively adapt to changes. Before COVID-19, L&D
department who tried to advocate online learning had faced many resistances and slow
implementation time. With the mass shift of staff working from home during pandemic, the
need for continuous learning and ongoing performance support has never been more acute.
Existing standards and beaten paths are rapidly losing importance. Digital transformation
is no longer a matter of choice, but an inevitable action resulting from a pressing need and
involving all the company’s teams. Its basis is building the common readiness of employees,
overcoming barriers step by step, at the educational, tool and, above all, psychological level.
Acting while recognising and taking into account the psychological needs of team members
can significantly increase their motivation and effectiveness in the undertaken development
processes.

It is worth noting that we are also currently in the middle of a transformation of the
methodology of learning and development, centred around the digitisation of text, image,
sound and related data via the internet. This stage is sometimes called the new media era.
However, research indicates that there is no link between access to modern technologies,
their use and the results obtained from science (Hattie, 2009). This means that, for example,
using computers alone does not improve developmental effects. Only their deliberate,
specific and conscious use (for example, gaining control over the learning process, ability to
use different learning strategies, involving other people, including colleagues in the process)
increases effectiveness. Therefore, in the light of the literature on the subject, as well as the
research described, L&Dmanagers should first of all remember that it is not the technology
itself that is at stake, but its sensible, methodical and purposeful use in the employee
development processes. Digital solutions will of course not replace other forms of
development, but the increasing quality of online learning coupled with scalability,
accessibility and the ability to personalise this type of learning highlights its potential to
play a far stronger future role in supporting workplace and adult skills development. Also in
development activities, we are in for a strengthening of the trend of expecting real business
results. While each of us hopes that 2021 will turn out to be a year of economic rebound,
whether or not it does, development funds will be spent carefully. For economic reasons,
trainings may simply be less. This should result in focusing on certainty and quality in
development activities.

Research implications, limitations and future research
Working using modern technologies constantly requires employees to acquire new
competences and improve, or even completely change, the already well-established ones.
This constant change, resulting from the increasingly newer technological solutions in the
work environment, may cause an intensification of negative emotions and stress, especially
among employees showing less ability to adapt to such a variable and demanding
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professional reality, which we are currently dealing with (Bliese et al., 2017; Brynjolfsson
and McAfee, 2016; Maiti and Awasthi, 2020). This issue probably requires further research,
which could indicate the direction of actions to be taken by L&D managers to reduce
negative feelings among employees.

Organisations wishing to offer their employees high quality online training should first
be aware of the important differences between the individual educational formats. For
example, a webinar is a short form providing knowledge on a particular topic. For a
participant to turn theory into action and develop skills according to the information gained,
a high level of motivation and openness to development is needed. During the pandemic,
some of the organisations were looking for webinars for several hundred people, preferably
lasting one hour and guaranteeing a significant increase in knowledge, skills and, most
importantly, a change in participants’ attitudes. It is worth stressing that a much better
answer to such expectations could be a full-scale, for example, a two-day, live, online and
small group training. This type of training gains the highest satisfaction ratings from
participants andmay be able provide change on the level of beliefs, attitudes and behaviours
of participants. Therefore, an important mission of L&D departments seems to be to educate
employees about advantages, disadvantages and specifics of various online development
solutions.

It can be assumed that, as the pandemic continues to unfold, designing hybrid learning will
become more important than ever, and L&D professionals need to combine the flexibility of self-
training and online resources with highly engaging live experiences. This mode gives hope for a
new level of efficiency and effectiveness of development programmes and certainly requires
further research. In the era of galloping digitisation, blended development processes may face a
number of barriers. Maintaining attention and commitment when the teacher or trainer is
separated from the participants by a screen, or the selection of key content with the increasing
supply of stimuli and information nowadays are examples of such challenges. We see in practice
how important it is to design educational hybrids well and use the strengths of each method so
that development activities are friendly and provide the best results. A common mistake in
designing development processes is the misuse of technological tools. They should be
deliberately chosen and respond to different learning needs and ways. The intended results, the
characteristics of the target group and the previous experiences of the participants as well as the
organisational culture should lead to the choice of tools and not the otherway around.

Although this research makes important theoretical and empirical contributions
(mentioned above) to the existing literature, some limitations must be kept in mind when
drawing conclusions from the reported results. It is worth noting at this point that although
the respondents in the in-depth interviews were solely HR managers from Poland, the vast
majority of them work in international corporations. It can therefore be considered that the
research results described may also be of international importance. Some limitation may be
the intentional selection of the research sample, which preclude the generalisation of the
obtained results. What is important, we do not yet know the full impact of the pandemic on
careers (Hite andMcDonald, 2020). This definitely requires further research.

In what direction will the forms of employee development evolve and what impact will the
ongoing pandemic have on these changes? Certainly, this issue requires further research,
especially with regard to the increasingly common model of hybrid work and the accompanying
challenges in terms of searching for effective solutions that can be applied in a situation of
performing professional duties, more and more often in a private space. Quantitative research
may be the next research step that allows to deepen the obtained results. The quantitative
analysis could help to reliably estimate howmuch this specific COVID-19 reality has changed the
approach to employee development in different organisations.
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The direction of change in the role of L&D specialists in the organisation
What should L&D development teams do with the information described above? First, focus
on their current role in the organisation. For a long time, the HRD departments were
responsible for creating and managing the training process. Now, when many things no
longer have to be created from scratch, because they are available on the market and most
often online, and the management of the development process is taken over by the
employees themselves, the main task of L&D departments should be to constantly examine
the skills and competence gaps, as well as to create the right conditions for employees to
learn and help implement these conditions along with materials and development resources.
Everything seems to indicate that L&D departments have an interesting future changing
their approach to employee development. The more competitive the market and the broader
the access to knowledge is for all, the more important are the competences of employees.
Perhaps the most important task of L&D departments in the near future will be to skilfully
combine the development needs of employees with the online knowledge already available
on the market. Internal face-to-face trainings will be conducted much less frequently. L&D
professionals must master both learning design and online facilitation skills in the digital
world.

Practical implications for human resource development
The undoubted advantage of the events of 2020 is the popularisation of e-learning as a
teaching method, accepting it as a form of development and the rapidly growing offer of
ready-made courses and modules. The demand for e-learning is reported by companies and
organisations that have never used it before. At the moment, it is difficult to say clearly
whether this turn towards online training will last, or whether, after the pandemic has
passed, companies will return to face-to-face trainings on a larger scale. What L&D
representatives in the organisation should now pay special attention to is to ensure that the
hasty and forced transition from on-site training to online training does not adversely affect
the quality of development processes. The aim is to make maximum use of the potential of
e-learning, while understanding its limitations and abandoning the simple online copying of
traditional trainings. Perhaps this pandemic is a good time for L&D departments to create,
in consultation with development tools providers, the so-called Learning Ecosystem, i.e. a
coherent and transparent infrastructure covering all (internal and external) systems, tools
and educational sources used in the company (Johnson, 2019; Chang and Guetl, 2007; Strada
Institute for the Future of Work Report, 2019; Straub, 2019). This integration seems to be
crucial in the constantly developing, educational environment in companies. According to
the HR.com report (2020), survey respondents think that one of the main weaknesses of their
current education platform was the poor ability to integrate with other systems, which
limited the possibility of incorporating new tools into their programmes and technologies
that they might want to use in their existing learning strategy. Now is the perfect time to
finally perform such an integration and create a single, integrated learning ecosystem as the
expected direction of HRD in the organisation. Why? Because such an educational
environment shortens the time of searching for needed materials, improves users’ experience
(UX), supports the exchange of experience and collaboration. In short, it pays off for both
employees and organisations. A single training ecosystem is nothing new. Yet, its character
has changed. It used to come down to a single system that had all the possible functions and
materials. Now suppliers are beginning to specialise in different areas and combine with
other solutions, tools, instead of trying to have everything in one LMS. After this first
reaction and the mass transfer of all training courses to remote forms, it would be
worthwhile for L&D departments to focus more on the recipient and to think about which of
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the development activities currently have a multidimensional sense. This would be a good
time also to ask employees how they are doing and really listen. And give employees a break
if they are not doing so well.
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