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The paper dwells on how current L&D trends are followed by Canadian corporations and what their attitude to continuous learning
is, considering that corporate narratives present in official documentation are relevant object for the research. In general, scientific
inquiry of Canadian experience in the sphere of corporate education is relevant for comprehensive analysis as Canadian best practices
can be applied by organisations of various types in other countries. The paper presents quantitative and qualitative data revealed in
the process of content analysis of official narratives, their interpretation and correlations between the results and current L&D trends
as outlined in the literature review. Thus, in the centre of the methodological framework of this research is content analysis. 21
general annual and sustainability reports of 13 Fortune 500 Canadian companies were sampled for extracted text narratives to be
coded according to the predefined coding scheme and further interpreted. The research has allowed to answer the question whether
official documentation issued by Canadian companies is resourceful for the study of corporate education in the country. The light
was shed on types of reports which contain the most relevant information on the issue. The investigation revealed that the most
frequent coded narratives are related to the continuous development of employees, alignment of L&D and business strategy,
compliance training and inclusion & diversity training within organisations. The paper describes and discusses these results in detail
as well as traces reflection of global L&D trends in corporate documentation.
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Introduction

Globalisation and rapid change are among the most important attributes of today’s world. The
successful development of any sphere, be it social or scientific one, depends on its ability to keep up with
changes at the local and global levels preliminarily due to international and interdisciplinary connections
between various domains. Corporate learning and development (L&D) is not an exception. As human capital
is the most valuable asset to any organisation which strives for success, effective L&D function is a key to
high performance and growth of a company in a competitive global market. Therefore, it is important to
understand the trends in the sphere, particularly the global ones, and what is more important, follow them to
achieve desired results.

The present research is an attempt to define the most important L&D trends at the global scale as
followed by Canadian companies via content analysis of their official documentation. Canada is a country
with one of the most developed economies in the world ranked 14" in the Global Competitiveness Index by
the World Economic Forum 2019 (Schwab, 2019) with a complex and diverse system of corporate education
which is significantly supported at the governmental level. In view of this, scientific inquiry of Canadian
experience in the sphere of corporate education is relevant for comprehensive analysis as Canadian best
practices can be applied by organisations of various types in other countries.

Since corporate narrative analysis allows studying the whole range of organisational phenomena (Merkl-
Davies and Brennan, 2011), analysis of official documentation of Canadian companies will shed the light on
the state of L&D industry in the country. Content analysis is the most popular research method in corporate
narratives research as it allows to analyse the disclosed data in terms of quality and quantity (Hossain, 2017).
Some researchers emphasise that corporate narratives have to be analysed through the prism of meaning and
language with means of discourse analysis (Craig and Brennan, 2012; Higgins & Walker, 2012; Scharf and
Fernandes, 2013). Though the authors of this paper share the same view, this paper focuses on the content
analysis of reports by Canadian organisations leaving their discourse analysis for further research.

Review of studies on L&D trends. The study of trends in the corporate L&D field is intrinsically
interdisciplinary and multi-dimensional. Influenced by a variety of socio-economic factors, it should be
considered through the prism of adult learning, lifelong learning, human resources development, and people
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management research. To define the most important tendencies in corporate training, a reference to such
authoritative L&D organisations as the Association for Talent Development (ATD) and Chartered Institute
of Personnel and Development is required. Additionally, global trends in corporate L&D are tracked and
analysed by a number of world-leading learning providers who consolidate data from millions of learners
and a big number of corporate clients.

The latest research of the Association for Talent Development revealed that L&D organisations, especially
in North America, increasingly focus on such issues as alignment of strategies for workplace learning with
business goals, increasing investment in employees’ development, importance of closing interpersonal skill
gaps, keeping up with changes and enhancing digital literacy and constant lack of time for learning activities
(ATD, 2019). Other global corporate education trends are increasing investments in the sphere, importance of
managerial involvement in the process of subordinates’ learning, importance of marketing efforts to popularise
learning activities (ATD, 2019; LinkedIn Report, 2019; Coursera for Business, 2018).

Among the most authoritative online learning providers is Coursera with 33 million registered users and
1800 enterprise clients worldwide. Based on analysing the vast data from learners at workplace, the company
defined 21 insights for effective functioning of L&D organisations constituting corporate education trends
worldwide (Coursera for Business, 2018). LinkedIn Learning is another global forerunner in the industry of
online learning having access to data on learning activities of 17 million of enterprise users in 14 thousand
companies (Bersin, 2018).

Continuous development of competencies through learning is an integral part of professional work
(Billet et al., 2014, p. xviii) and understanding importance of continuous learning and building culture of
lifelong learning within an organisation is the most consistent global L&D trend (Coursera for Business,
2018) as well as understanding the needs of employees for enabling self-directed learning (LinkedIn
Learning, 2019, p.32). According to Knowles (1975), self-directed learners are responsible for their
development and thus, should be able to select learning activities to meet specific learning needs. The
activities, however, are provided to the learner at workplace by the company and this is the task of L&D
function to make such selection relevant and qualitative. This is directly related to continuous learning
which, according to Tannenbaum (1997), is particularly enhanced by a diverse selection of learning
opportunities at workplace. Self-directed learning trend in the system of corporate education can be also
associated with transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1991) which defined the relationship between
managers and subordinates, when employees, inspired by organisational leaders, bare their own
responsibility for their professional development.

Ongoing skills assessment complementing self-directed learning is the most effective approach to
developing workforce (LinkedIn Learning, 2019, p.19). On the one hand, such an approach makes a learner
responsible for his/her professional and personal development journey increasing engagement with learning
within the system of corporate education. On the other hand, L&D organisations work towards closing those
skills gaps which are required for company’s development according to its strategic goals. Constant need in
soft skills training remains one of the prevailing L&D trends related to the competitive market of soft skills-
based jobs with the emphasis on a precise assessment of the areas for employees’ improvement in order to
increase engagement with learning activities in companies (ibid.).

Understanding the impact of technology is of paramount importance in the age of digitalisation and
rapid technological changes. Cameron Bishop (2018) argues that technologies in corporate education are of
great importance for enabling learning in a fast-paced environment when time is of great value. To give
employees the opportunity to access learning content anytime and anywhere, organisations should
understand the importance of enabling learning on mobile devices.

Among Ukrainian researchers, the trends in corporate education were partially covered by
Tatomyr (2016) in the scope of research of global trends in e-learning and mobile learning, Kalenyuk and
Panchenko (2018) through investigating the phenomenon of corporate university and knowledge economy.
Banit (2015) analyses tendencies in corporate education at global and organisational levels with the former
one including tendencies for self-development and self-studies, increasing investments into HRD, high
demand in qualified workforce, and considering learning preferences of a new generation.

Learning trends at workplace in Canadian companies are monitored and defined by a number of
governmental and private research and analytical organisations. Among them, the most authoritative ones are
the Statistics Canada, the Conference Board of Canada, and the Brookfield Institute. The Conference Board
of Canada is a national research institution publishing annual comprehensive reports on the state of L&D
Industry, the latest one “Learning Cultures Lead the Way: Learning and Development Outlook—14th
Edition” analysing the state of the learning and development industry in the country (Cotsman & Hall, 2018).
The Brookfield Institute aims at fostering innovation across Canada by conducting insightful research and
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analytics both cross-sectoral, e.g. analysis of talent gaps across the country (Tibando & Do, 2018), and
distributed by industry, e.g. the report on Canada’s developers talent (Lamb, Rubinger, 2017).

The aim of the paper is to find out how current L&D trends are followed by Canadian corporations and
what their attitude to continuous learning is, considering that corporate narratives of official documentation
are relevant object for research. At the same time, applying content analysis method to reach the aim allows
us to approve or disapprove the hypothesis that corporate reports reflect the attitude of a respective
organisation to employees’ learning and development. The following objectives have been outlined: to
conduct content analysis of the sampled documentation issued by Canadian companies; to benchmark
Canadian a companies against current L&D trends based on the analysis; to outline main findings related to
the type of reports under the analysis as well as industries represented by the companies under the research.

The next sections of the paper present a detailed overview of research methods as applied in the
research, explanation of the coding scheme elaborated for the investigation, quantitative and qualitative
results of content analysis. Discussion section proceeds with the interpretation of the results and outlining
correlations between the results of the analysis and current L&D trends as outlined in the literature review.
After a brief overview of the major limitations of the analysis, the paper wraps up with conclusions on how
current L&D tendencies are followed by the represented Canadian companies and whether sampled
documentation is a sufficient source to retrieve such information.

Methods

The research employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. In the centre of the
methodological framework is qualitative content analysis as a ‘“technique for making inferences by
systematically and objectively identifying specific characteristics of messages” (Holsti, 1968, p. 601).
Combination of conceptual and relational analysis is used in our research to reveal the existence and frequency
of the concepts and their inter-relations in selected documentation. Applying logical, comparative, and
descriptive methods enabled effective study and interpretation of concepts under research in their inter-
relations.

We rely on convenience sampling, rather than purposive one (Liamputtong, 2019), due to the fact that
there is a lack of publicly available corporate documentation dedicated to talent development strategies
and/or learning processes within organisations. At the same time, a homogeneous approach to sampling
allowed us to draw valid conclusions on the formulated research hypothesis.

The research has been conducted using a sample of 21 annual reports of thirteen biggest Canadian
companies. The list of companies and the reports is presented in Appendix 1. The selection of companies is
based on 2019 Fortune 500 list compiled by Fortune, an authoritative global media organisation ranking
companies by revenues per year (Fortune, 2020). Companies were defined as Canadian if they were founded
in Canada and their headquarter was located there.

Two types of annual reports have been chosen for analysis due to their comprehensive coverage.
General annual reports cover all major aspects of the company's development through the year. All 13
companies disclosed relevant information for 2019 and made them publicly available on their corporate
websites. Other reports issued by the majority of companies are sustainability or ESG (Environment, Social
and Governance) reports covering “company’s social, environmental, governance and economic
performance as well as communicating the company's values, priorities and action plans” (Chartered
Professional, 2013, p. i). Unlike general annual reports, sustainability reporting is not mandatory, and in
2019, 8 companies out of 13 under the research issued these documents. ESG Reports constitute particular
interest for our research because they are considered as “a broad reflection of a company’s culture” and
employees have been regarded as their main stakeholder group (ibid., p. 7).

Coding of the text narratives was conducted in two stages. Firstly, 3,035 pages of the reports were
initially scanned to reveal the text excerpts related to corporate learning directly or indirectly. For this
purpose, initial umbrella-code “learning, education, training, people development” was used. As the
Anglophone literature utilises these terms interchangeably in relation to learning and development in
organisations (Lytovchenko, 2020, p. 65), it was decided to use all of them as keywords for identifying text
excerpts related to organisational learning.

The second stage of the content analysis relied on the coding scheme which was created partially in the
process of the very coding. Methods of classification and generalisation enabled creating a hierarchy of
codes for effective analysis. The scheme was drawn both deductively from the topic of inquiry, namely
corporate learning and development trends as well as from existing research literature on the issue, and
inductively in the course of coding and explained in detail in the next section of the paper.
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Preliminary analysis of the sampled texts complemented the list with the codes which were not pre-
defined but were related to the aim of our research and helped formulate the conclusions more clearly. Text
narratives were referenced with more than one code in case they were related to several subject areas. Initial
codes which have not found their representation in the sample texts are not analysed in the scope of this paper.

To mitigate the probability of coding errors related to processing big volume of data, NVivo software
has been used to facilitate the process of elaborating the coding scheme and quantifying the code. The results
are discussed further and presented in the Table.1.

To interpret meaning from the content, we combined directed and summative approaches to content
analysis as described by Hsein and Shannon (2005) since on the one hand, we are guided by existing theory
on the subject of our research, and on the other hand, we rely on quantifying selected words and content in
the sampled narratives for more precise analysis of their contextual use.

Results

Preliminary scanning of annual reports by the sampled Canadian companies revealed narratives of
different length directly or indirectly related to learning or development of personnel which were referenced
811 times during the next stage of the analysis.

For compiling the list of initial codes, we relied on current research related to L&D, particularly trends
in the industry and principles of continuous professional development and learning. The review of literature
on current trends in the sphere of corporate education allowed us to single out the following codes:

9% <e 9% e

“continuous learning”, “alignment of L&D and business strategy”, “increasing investment in L&D”, “lack of
time for learning”, “self-directed learning”, “developing interpersonal skills”, “skills assessment”, “learning
technologies”.

The pre-defined coding scheme was partly re-arranged in the process of coding. The initial code “lack of
time for learning” was substituted with “training time” as none of the reports mentioned the issue of time
scarcity while some of them disclosed training hours per year. Though skills assessment is considered an L&D
trend of 2019, no mentions of it were found during content analysis of the reports. Further study of the broader
sample or other corporate report types might shed the light on the issue. “Compliance training” and “inclusion
& diversity training” were added as many narratives were related to these topics. As a result, the final list of
parent codes is as follows: Continuous Development, Alignment of L&D and Business Strategy, Compliance
Training, Inclusion & Diversity Training. Comprehensive coding scheme is presented in the Table 1.

With the biggest number of coding references (492), continuous development is regarded as an
important L&D issue in organisations. Though explicitly it is mentioned 80 times, implicitly the importance
of continuous development is mentioned in the scope of other issues. The most references (201) are related
to upskilling and reskilling of employees. A relatively big number of narratives was specific about the skills
which were in the focus of L&D in the company, namely leadership development (42 references),
technological acumen and digital literacy (31), as well as interpersonal skills (15).

All companies stress the necessity of being prepared to challenges of the future and continuous learning
of personnel through developing emerging skills (46 references). Self-directed learning (21), especially
facilitated with technologies, is considered as one of the most effective ways for professional development.
Substantial attention is paid to early-career professionals and university graduates. The reports contain
information on partnerships with educational institutions (15 references) as well as stand-alone projects
initiated by companies (61).

Though, as it was previously mentioned, scarcity of time for learning cannot be stated as an issue for the
organisations under the research based on the analysis of their reports, time spent for learning is regarded as
an important metrics for L&D effectiveness evaluation. Training time is mentioned 10 out of 10 times in
Sustainability Reports of the companies.

Alignment of corporate education with business strategy is the second biggest segment of coded
references. Content analysis of the reports and elaboration of the coding scheme shed the light on contexts
intrinsically connected with this global L&D trend. Nine reports revealed that personnel development is a
valued aspect of organisational culture and inscribed in corporate values. Unleashing the potential of
employees (55 references) is regarded as a safe road to remaining sustainable and competitive. With
increasing investments into L&D around the world, Canadian biggest companies are not lagging behind and
consistently invest into development of their personnel (44 references).

An interesting case is observed in relation to Compliancy Training represented more broadly in general
annual reports (58%) than in documentation on sustainability (42%). Such topics as risk management,
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information security, code of conduct are extremely important issues highlighted in annual reports which are
addressed mainly to present and prospective clients and shareholders who are ensured about the security of
their cooperation with these corporations. This assumption can be supported with word frequency analysis
results, where “risk” is the second most frequently used word (8,441 instances of usage) after “assets” in
general annual reports and the sixth (1197 instances) in sustainability reports.

I&D Training is closely related to Compliancy Training as many organisations make it mandatory for
all their employees. Our analysis has revealed that, though 1&D is mentioned in general annual reports, the
training in this area is reflected only in sustainability reports. In most cases, 1&D is embedded into corporate
values, therefore, learning activities in this sphere are directly addressed in the analysed reports the biggest
number of times (48) and can be associated with the necessity to align L&D and business strategy. Training
about the inclusion of indigenous people is highlighted by all but one companies with training for
empowering women and LGBTQ+ community coming the second and the third respectively. Inclusion of the
disabled employees is mentioned only once in the scope of training activities.

Table 1. Number of coding references distributed throughout the coding scheme and types of report

Coding Coding
Aggregate Aggregate . .
Codes number of reports | number of coding TGS T refergnce§ n
Annual Reports, Sustainability
coded references o -
(i Reports, %
. 492 o o
Continuous Development 19 (80 directly) 17% 83%
Upskilling & reskilling 17 201 17% 83%
Preparing for the future 13 46 20% 80%
Leadership development 6 42 7% 93%
Tech Acumen and Digital Literacy 7 31 16% 84%
Self-directed learning 5 21 0% 100%
Technology-enhanced learning 8 15 0% 100%
Educating young people 8 16 19% 81%
Partnership with universities 7 15 31% 69%
Interpersonal skills 11 15 0 100%
Training time indicated 4 10 0% 100%
Alignment of L&D and Business 132 o o
Strategy 1 (23 directly) 22% 8%
Unleashing people's potential 15 55 16% 84%
Investing in People 12 44 23% T7%
Corporate values 9 10 30% 70%
Compliance Training 15 1.16 58% 42%
(49 directly)
Code of Conduct training 11 25 40% 60%
Risks management training 9 23 87% 13%
Cy_bgr- and information security 9 13 62% 38%
training
Healthcare & safety training 3 6 0% 100%
. - " 71 0 0
Inclusion & Diversity Training 12 (48 directly) 12% 88%
First Nations training 2 11 0% 100%
Gender equality training 5 9 0% 100%
LGBTQ+ training 2 2 0% 100%
The disabled training 1 1 0% 100%
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Apart from revealing the most widely covered aspects of L&D in corporate documentation, the analysis
showed that sustainability reports reflect issues related to employee development more broadly than general
annual reports. As presented in Table 1, 83% of narratives related to continuous development are drawn from
sustainability reports. A similar situation is observed for alignment of L&D and business strategy. The only
aspect of corporate training referenced more times in general reports is compliance training even though
health & safety direction is presented only in sustainability reports.

One more interesting correlation to be highlighted in this research is the one between coded references
and industries represented by the sampled companies, namely Finance and Banking, Oil and Gas,
Automotive, Insurance, and Retail. The analysis has shown that documentation of Banking & Finance
companies contains 63% of all coded references of our study. Within continuous development represented
the most extensively, the greatest segment is related to the necessity of predicting future challenges and
upskilling employees. The lowest percentage of references is found in the reports of the Automotive and
Retail industries: 8 and 6% respectively. Oil& Gas and Insurance industries are in the middle: 21 and 12%
respectively. It is worth noting that Compliance Training has broader representation in the documentation of
Oil & Gas and Automotive companies whereas I&D Training is most diversified in Banking & Finance
companies.

Discussion

The results of the content analysis showed that the hypothesis formulated in the beginning of this study
is confirmed: corporate narratives in official documentation can be regarded resourceful for study of L&D
within an organisation. The analysis also revealed that documentation on sustainability covers issues related
to talent learning and development more broadly than general annual reports. This might be connected with
differences in the main purposes and stakeholder groups of the reports. We can also state that analysed
official narratives reflect such current global L&D trends defined by the Association for Talent Development
(ATD, 2019) as understanding the importance of continuous learning and development, alignment of L&D
and business strategy, increasing investment in employees’ learning.

Though lack of time for training is not mentioned in the analysed texts, training hours is considered an
important metrics for effectiveness evaluation of L&D function and it is mentioned exclusively in
sustainability reports. This can be explained by the fact that one of the main stakeholder groups of the reports
is employees of the company on contrary to annual reports whose target groups are shareholders and clients.
Information on training time is considered to be valuable for attracting and retaining talent.

While soft skills development has remained one of the most topical areas for L&D in organisations,
Canadian companies emphasise the importance of digital literacy due to rapid technological disruption and
constant changes of the job market. According to the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) Canada Report on
Digital 1Q, many organisations are struggling with the fast pace of technological change underlying the
importance of developing skills in the domains of digital strategy, cybersecurity, data analytics. In 2017,
almost 50 per cent of Canadian companies experienced lack of digitally skilled workforce to implement
strategic initiatives and reach business goals (PwC Canada, 2017). Therefore, the biggest Canadian
corporations put a lot of efforts into development of this skillsets and ensuring that their workforce is able to
keep up with rapid technological changes. Additionally, work-integrated learning, co-ops, and internships are
gradually becoming an integral part of educational journey of young professionals as Canadian companies
experience a lack of essential skills of employees at the career entry-level.

It is worth noting that companies in the finance & banking industry highlight the importance of constant
learning and development more broadly than in other industries presented. It might be connected with more
rapid technological disruption and demand for talent with strong interpersonal skills. Predominance of
Finance & Banking industry throughout our analysis also results from its broader representation among
Fortune 500 Canadian companies.

As to Oil & Gas and Automotive companies, we can assume that compliance training is more
represented in narratives of these companies due to the fact that it is much more diversified, and people’s
lives literally depend on its effectiveness. As to 1&D training, which was revealed in the process of coding, it
is still represented too narrowly in comparison with other categories, therefore it should be researched more
profoundly in the extended reports sample. Additionally, due to their mandatory presupposition, we consider
the discussion of compliance and 1&D training out of the scope of detailed discussion in thescope of this
research.

Further research of the issues discussed in this paper can take several directions. Firstly, the method of
content analysis of corporate documentation should be complemented with discourse analysis as it will allow
interpretation of concepts in contexts more comprehensively. Secondly, other types of reports should be
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analysed with understanding that there is a considerable limitation related to their accessibility and
confidentiality. Thirdly, representation of industries should be expanded for a holistic approach to study
corporate learning and development in Canada. Fourthly, extending a time span for the purpose of
comparative analysis would enable studying corporate education development in retrospective.

Limitations

It is assumed that the research results might be influenced by several limitations. Firstly, while the
volume of text material is sufficient for content analysis, the representation of Canadian companies might be
too limited to build assumptions per industry as, for instance, insurance and automotive industries are
represented by only one company each. The investigation of a broader range of companies to draw more
generalised conclusions is necessary.

Another limitation of this study relates to the selection of official documentation for the analysis. The
research should be also expanded to other types of corporate reports related to human resource development
strategies which, as a rule, are not publicly available and, thus, accessing them constitutes a problem.

Lastly, the method of content analysis, per se, presupposes the possibility of coding errors which might
occur while processing big volumes of data. The analysis also does not exclude the authors’ subjective
perception of the concepts under investigation in different contexts.

Conclusions

The presented content analysis of annual and sustainability reports issued publicly by the biggest
Canadian companies showed that corporate documentation contains relevant information on learning and
development within organisations. At the same time, the investigation revealed that sustainability reports
allow a more profound analysis of corporate education issues as they are addressed inter alia to employees
and thus cover learning and talent development more broadly than general annual reports usually targeted at
clients and shareholders.

Official narratives under the research reflect some of L&D trends as outlined by authoritative
organisations in the industry. We have come to the conclusion that Canadian companies place high
importance upon continuous learning with a strong emphasis on upskilling and reskilling of personnel with
the main aim to keep up with rapid changes and technological disruption. For the same reason, interpersonal
skills and digital literacy are singled out as the most needed skillsets for development. A lot of attention is
paid to continuous development throughout the whole career, starting from preparation of graduates and
early career professionals. Another L&D trend reflected in the analysed reports is an alignment of L&D
function and business strategies of the companies which are mostly represented with the information on
corporate values, increasing investment into workforce development, and unleashing people’s potential.

While the analysis revealed a lot of coded references on compliance and inclusion & diversity training,
these aspects are not considered as L&D trends due to their mandatory nature and should be considered for
further research.

All in all, the findings of our study complement the research of Canadian corporate education and
should be proceeded with the analysis of the more diversified sample in terms of representation of industries
and documentation types. Discourse analysis should be considered for further investigation of corporative
narratives in different contexts as it will allow drawing more comprehensive conclusions on the state of L&D
industry in Canada.
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Appendix
The list of Canadian Fortune 500 companies and the analysed reports
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