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Two PESTLE factors affecting NPTCBC for online forum
1. Sociological 
Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council (NPTCBC) is a Local Authority which offers a wide range of public services and is the largest employer within Neath Port Talbot, with nearly 6,400 employees. NPTCBC is faced with many social concerns leading its corporate strategic direction, with one of the biggest challenges in today’s society being mental health related illnesses.
With the swing in our culture, both socially and within the workplace, there are a mass of factors which could be contributing to this, including the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic which has seen a shift in lifestyle factors with concerns in job security and predominantly, the cost of living crisis. 
(MacRae, 2021) argues that the pandemic has had an impact on workers’ mental and physical health. 
(Mind, 2023a) emphasises the link between money and mental health stating that money problems can trigger emotions of both anxiety and panic as well as needing money for the basic necessities in life to help stay well.  Sarah Marsh (2023) highlights that recent figures from the Financial Conduct Authority shows that the cost of living crisis has accelerated a 25% rise in borrowing to support the UK public with household bills. 
Neath Port Talbot (NPT) is regarded as one of the highly deprived areas in Wales according to (Welsh Government, 2019), seen as a contributing factor to mental health issues with death from suicide being a key determinant with rates far worse than the average in Wales (Public Health Wales, 2022).  
(CIPD, 2023a) advises that mental health issues will affect one in four people at some point in their lives and in turn, will have a substantial impact on both employee well-being and is a major cause of long-term absence from work. (Mind, 2023b) is a charity that supports those experiencing mental health and highlights the importance of staff wellbeing and the organisational benefits in supporting the mental health of the workforce. 
(ACAS, 2023) reiterates the law on mental health and that employers have a duty of care and must therefore, do all they reasonably can to support an employees’ health and wellbeing. 
In the financial year of 2021/2022, NPTCBC reported that on average sickness absence levels amongst the workforce was 12.1 days with mental health related absences being the number two reason (COVID-19 being number one). Making NPTCBC one of the highest Council’s in Wales and above the Welsh average of 11.2 days (figure 1).
Sickness absence endures costs and with NPTCBC being a public sector organisation, they can be very much criticised for how they utilises public monies.
NPTCBC have a positive approach in supporting those presented with mental health which includes the operational occupational health service. This service offers an advisory and consultancy support for employees aiming to better health and wellbeing to able them to carry out their jobs effectively. The service has seen an increase in referrals disclosing mental health concerns since the start of the pandemic in 2020. The number of referrals made that related to mental health in 2016 to 2019 were 357, followed by 434 for 2020 to 2023.
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(Figure 1: Workforce Information report: Quarter 4 2021/2022)
Various campaigns have been launched including the ‘Let’s Talk, Check-In’ initiative developed in recognition that the majority of their workforce are now ‘lone’ working from home. They have also pledged to work in partnership with Time to Change Wales.
NPTCBCs Corporate Plan covers the period 2022 – 2027 (NPTCBC, 2022a) and sets out the Council’s approach to recovery including the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This plan aligns with their Future of Work Strategy - Strategic Workforce Plan 2022 – 2027 (NPTCBC, 2022b). This plan highlights their well-being objectives, which includes a priority to create a safe workplace in supporting the health and well-being of its employees through the development of a mental health strategy in partnership with Time to Change Wales (figure 2). 
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(Figure 2: The Future of Work Strategy: Strategic Workforce Plan 2022-2027)
The HR function holds a pivotal role in promoting both employee well-being and engagement across the Council, whilst tackling the stigma associated with mental health. NPTCBC had previously been known to have a shortfall when it comes to communicating to its staff with (Debra Clark, 2023) outlining that communication is key to promoting an organisation’s wellbeing initiatives and support, otherwise it is worthless if employees do not know about it. 
(MacRae, 2021) argues that employers should prioritise work engagement, which is seen as a ‘positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind’. Work engagement can be seen to increase work energy levels as well as giving them a feeling of purpose in a work sense.
(Bhatt, et al, 2023) reiterates that organisations prioritising workforce well-being, may increase productivity and innovation, as well as enhancing recruitment and retention and strengthening the employer brand values.  
It is noticeable that there is already some positive work being undertaken from a people management perspective, but the Council needs to keep going in the right direction to support those struggling with mental health illnesses, whilst promoting NPTCBC as a safe workplace through effective communication.

2. Economic
With NPTCBC being a local authority organisation, they are very much reliant on Welsh Government funding to support the deliverance of its services throughout the local community. NPTCBC provides services to over 140,000 residents, making it the 9th largest council in Wales (ONS, 2021)
(Welsh Government, 2023) are facing significant financial pressures which it is led to believe will have an impact on their UK Spring Budget in March 2024, estimating that this will be £900m lower than the budget that was set by the UK Government at the last spending review in 2021. They have highlighted that this will be the toughest financial situation they have faced since devolution. 
This is largely due to record levels of inflation the country is currently faced with, with (BBC, 2023) emphasising that many factors are causative to high inflation, including the upsurge in energy costs, lack of goods and materials as well as the consequence of COVID-19.
With this in mind, NPTCBC is set for a significant reduction in their settlement funding from Welsh Government as it prepares its budget for the financial year of 2024/2025. At this moment in time, the Council is not yet in a position to fully know the budget deficit for next year as they are awaiting details of funding from the Welsh Government. However, it is clear that the Council is facing an increase in its costs of £16m relating to pay and inflation and £4.7m relating to service pressures. 
It is inevitable that the Council will be faced with momentous budget pressures, which could potentially result in cuts across both services and their workforce. The Council is already challenged with the prospect of workforce strikes due to national pay disputes, supported by trade unions.  
The aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic has already seen a rise in both unemployment and economic inactivity rates, with the later set at 26.6% of the population, emphasising that NPT is on average higher than across Wales and the UK (ONS, 2023)
The Council has very much set a precedence in avoiding compulsory redundancies to date and with the possibility of them having to consider cuts to its workforce to reduce costs, HR will play a pivotal role in ensuring that this is adopted through the promotion of their redeployment strategy to ensure that unemployment across the workforce is kept to a minimum. 
It is clear that with the uncertainty of job losses, HR will need to ensure that both employee well-being and communication is at the forefront of their agenda. Dewhurst and Fitzpatrick (2022, p. 144) stress that effectively communicating to employees is not only crucial to improving engagement, but has a positive impact on the organisational culture and overall performance. 
The Council also operates a voluntary redundancy scheme, which historically has been very favourable, especially for those employees considering retirement. In the last two years, a total of 22 employees left the organisation through the voluntary redundancy application process, generating a total savings in salary costs of £1,209.351. This information was provided using the Councils data reporting tool (SAP Business Objects, 2023) 
The Council’s redeployment process has also been highly successful in recent years with employees being regarded as ‘at risk’ given the best opportunity to apply for any vacancies through their prior consideration process in line with their recruitment and selection policy. This policy emphasises the commitment of the Council in finding suitable alternative roles for its workforce.  
The Council is also committed to upskilling their workforce, using their internal training and development programmes through insight of their Strategic Workforce Plan 2022 – 2027, which is very much aligned with the (CIPD, 2023b) workforce planning ethos that an organisation will thrive if they have “the right people, with the right skills, in the right roles, with the right shape, in the right place, at the right time and the right cost”
It is clear that the Council will need to be ready to embrace their budgetary challenges over the next few months and leading into the new financial year, but with focus very much on their people management strategy in not only ensuring that workforce cuts are kept to a minimum, but that employee wellbeing is affiliated through regular communication and employee voice on the Council’s budget. 
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Performance Comparison — NPT compared to All Wales

Number of working days/shifts per full-time equivalent (FTE) local authority
employee lost due to sickness absence during the year

Local Authority Ave FTE Days Lost
Denbighshire 81
Isle of Anglesey 88
Pembrokeshire 89
Poviys 93
Merthyr Tydfil 94
Newport 95
Guwynedd 98

The Vale of Glamorgan 105

Carmarthenshire 107





image2.png
Workforce Priority: A Safe Workplace — supporting the health and well-being of our employees

Embed Health and Safety culture across
the council.

Safe workplaces.

Accident and incident statistics.
Sickness absence linked to industrial injury.
Employee survey.

Delivery of our Mental Health Strategy in
partnership with Time to Change Wales.

Development of evidence based actions that
support mental health and well-being in the
workplace.

Sickness absence data.
Employee survey.

Development and delivery of a Menopause
Action Plan.

An environment in which colleagues

can openly and comfortably instigate
conversations, or engage in discussions
about menopause. Everyone understands
what menopause is, and is clear on the
council’s policy and practices. Managers
will understand the potential symptoms
of menopause, and how they can support
women at work. Women with menopause
symptoms will feel confident to discuss it, and
ask for support.

Monitoring of action plan, both quantitative and
qualitative data.





