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Executive Summary 
Produced for the senior management team, this report provides a critical analysis of Natural Resources Wales’ (NRW) talent management strategy in the context of significant organisational change and labour market volatility (Cockett, 2025). 	
	NRW faces significant resourcing challenges in a tight labour market attracting and retaining specialist talent and skills (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024) following a major restructure, an 18 -month recruitment freeze and the creation of 500 new vacancies in 2025 (NRW, 2025c). 
	Impacting NRW’s talent management strategy and ability to compete are external factors such as political uncertainty, economic pressures and technological developments (Battisa, 2024). While internally, factors including organisational culture, succession planning and learning development emerge as key drivers of engagement and retention (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
	While NRW has a strong attrition rate of 2%, attraction remains a challenge, compounded by restrictive internal mobility policies (NRW, 2025c) and uneven access to career development opportunities (Allen and Bryant, 2012). 
	In 2025, NRW implemented an applicant tracking system (ATS) which has improved the candidate experience. Despite the technological advancement, NRW has yet to explore AI solutions to support managers with high-volume recruitment and enable process efficiencies (Taylor, 2025, p.25). Despite growing operational pressures (NRW, 2025a), issues surrounding governance and fairness need further assessment (Rigotti and Fosch-Villaronga, 2024).
	The recommendations for the senior management team include reviewing current recruitment policies and procedures to enable career mobility and mitigate retention risks (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024), developing a strategic workforce plan aligned with organisational needs (CIPD, 2017), implementing an early careers strategy to build strong talent pipelines and explore AI solutions to enhance ATS and improve recruitment efficiency (Elingrud et al., 2023). The recommendations presented will support the organisation’s ability to build a resilient workforce and maintain competitiveness in a challenging labour market (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024).
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Taylor (2025, p.21) asserts that effective talent management underpins organisational success and resilience, particularly in sectors exposed to pollical and economical volatility (Cockett, 2025). 
In the 2024, the Chartered Institute of Professional Development (CIPD) indicate that employers across various sectors continue to experience significant competition for skilled workers, demographic change and growing expectations on flexibility and pay and reward (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). Successful and effective talent management is not just recruitment, it includes attraction, development and the retention of employees who contribute to the organisation’s success (CIPD, 2024). 
	Established by the Welsh Government in 2013, Natural Resources Wales (NRW) is a public body employing over 2,500 staff. As an organisation, NRW is oversees environmental conservation, management and regulation (NRW, 2025a). 
	In 2024, NRW has faced significant workforce challenges following an organisation-wide restructure and an 18-month recruitment freeze driven by budget constraints (NRW, 2024). In 2025, additional funding resulted in 500 new vacancies being created (NRW, 2025a). The expansion of the workforce has resulted in resourcing challenges against a backdrop of a tight labour market intensifying the need for a strategic approach to attraction, development and retention (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
	This report critically evaluates the internal and external factors influencing NRW’s talent management approach, including political uncertainty, economic pressures and technological developments (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). It also assesses internal factors including organisational culture, strategic workforce planning and learning development as key drivers of retention and engagement. The recommendations presented seek to address current gaps, enhance digital capability and build a sustainable talent pipeline aligned with the organisation’s strategic objectives and aims (Taylor, 2025, p.32).
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[bookmark: _Toc214975029]2.1 Evaluation of internal and external factors affecting talent management at NRW

[bookmark: _Toc214975030]2.1.1 External factors 
The public sector continues to operate against a landscape which is described as ‘volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous – VUCA’ (Perera, 2017). While environmental, legal and social factors influence talent management (Battisa, 2024), at present, for NRW, the political, economic and technological developments are shaping NRW’s ability to attract, recruit and retain talent (Armstrong and Brown, 2024). 
The political context 
Following the Senedd Reform Act (2024), the 2026 general election presents a degree of political uncertainty for NRW (McAllister and Williams, 2024). A key challenge for the incumbent government is to legislate the budget for the next financial year through cross-party coalition (Holzinger and Lugonja, 2025). While the current budget is deemed as ‘business as usual’ (Senedd, 2025), failing to attain a majority vote in the Senedd will negatively impact NRW’s operations (Deans, 2025). The government proposes to allocate next year’s budget based on the current financial year with an inflationary increase (Welsh Government, 2025). However, despite the budget assurance, the total awarded to the organisation presents challenges that will impact NRW’s ability to strategically plan and implement the workforce and talent development initiatives (Phillips, 2025). If the government fail to secure a majority, the Government of Wales Act (2006) will provide the essential funding which could result in recruitment freezes, a pause in promotions and potentially redundancies for NRW (Phillips, 2025).  
As a result of the Senedd Reform Act (2024), Wales will likely be governed by a multi-party coalition (Shuttleworth, 2021). Lapsey et al. (2011) assert that coalition governments present greater instability when compared to minority governments. Bergman et al. (2023) explores this further and highlights that instability can be avoided through coalition agreements. The impact of policy stalemate will result in delays to legislative and policy changes (Back, Bergman and Wolfgan, 2023). For NRW, this could mean delays in obtaining government agreement on pay awards, the need to anticipate significant change in workforce priorities and constraints on headcount will harm the organisation’s ability to retain and attract talent in high-demand and specialist areas (House of Lords, 2022). 
The economic context   
NRW’s budget is steered by the external economic conditions including the budget allocation from the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2025). While inflation has remained at 3.8% (ONS, 2025), increased operating costs require NRW to prioritise activities with the highest environmental and economical impact (McNeil and Barnes, 2025). 
The budget constraints coupled with the political pressure to deliver high-impact projects results in resources becoming stretched and the organisation unable to offer competitive salaries in specialist areas including environmental, water regulation, digital and data (Keenan and Thomas, 2025). In the latest CIPD report on resourcing and talent management, 41% of organisations reported increasing salaries and benefits as lever to attract candidates to roles that are difficult to recruit into (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). NRW’s current and ongoing budgetary commitments and flat line budget awards highlight that a similar approach is not feasible (Henderson, 2025), however, exploring early career opportunities and entry-level career programmes provides the opportunity to attract and grow the skills needed (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
The economic uncertainty in the UK is impacting candidate behaviour (Islam, 2025). Hogarth and McCartney (2024) outline that candidates are placing a greater emphasis on job security and progression. While the organisation needs to monitor the retention of the right skills, it is critical that NRW seizes the opportunity to keep existing employee engaged and motivated (Cromwell, 2017). 
Technological developments  
Technology and the adoption of AI have become central to recruitment practices (Rathore, 2023). According to Taylor (2025, p.25), the adoption of new technologies ‘can make workers and workplaces more productive and efficient.’ 78% of organisations have increased their use of technology with 66% pivoting to AI to improve process efficiencies (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). While NRW has introduced an applicant tracking system (ATS), it has yet to embrace the AI adoption when compared to private sector benchmarking on digital maturity (Jie, Gooi and Lou, 2025). Elingrud et al., (2023), outlines the need for public sector organisations, like NRW to embrace digital transformation to remain competitive as an employer.	
While the use of automation in recruitment is growing across the private sector (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024), there remains growing ethical concerns (Rigotti, 2024). The Civil Service Recruitment Principles mandate fairness and merit-based appointments (Civil Service, 2018). While the ATS has improved candidate experience, it does not include AI screening software due to concerns on transparency and potential bias (Elingrud et al., 2023). However, with application volumes exceeding 9,000 (NRW, 2025c), the pressure on resourcing function is increasing. Any use of automation will require clear governance and human oversight to ensure compliance with equality obligations and to maintain trust in the recruitment process (Bastida et al., 2025). 

[bookmark: _Toc214975031]2.1.2 Internal factors 
The key internal factors that are influencing talent management at NRW are organisational culture and values, workforce and succession planning and learning and development opportunities. These connected factors underpin talent management capability and shape employee engagement, commitment and retention (Young, 2024). 
Organisational culture  
NRW’s culture is central to its identity and talent management strategy, offering a sense of purpose that attracts candidates (Taylor, 2025). NRW’s environmental mission is a key differentiator against private sector organisations. However, Laker (2024) asserts that organisational agility can be compromised if cultural practices are not regularly reviewed. The employee survey revealed concerns about empowerment and accountability (NRW, 2023), suggesting that managers may not always succeed in embedding these values effectively. While NRW relies on managers to translate its values into lived experience (Gifford and Wietrak, 2022), the absence of a formal coaching culture limits their ability to lead inclusively and foster engagement (Armstrong, 2017). 
Establishing coaching as part of a broader leadership development programme will support strengthening inclusive leadership, reinforce a culture of trust and adaptability, while also ensuring consistent application of organisational values (Green and Young, 2019).
Strategic and workforce planning  
Workforce planning and strategic workforce planning support organisations to gain a sustained advantage in competitive labour markets (CIPD, 2025). Hogarth and McCartney (2024) highlight that 70% of employers identify workforce planning as a critical tool to address skill shortages and demographic changes. For NRW, the challenge exists in balancing the current immediate resource pressures against the long-term capability needs of the organisation. Current workforce data showcases an ageing workforce (NRW, 2025a). As a result of restrictive funding budgets which have resulted in recruitment freezes, the organisation’s succession planning poses a risk to talent management (CIPD, 2017). 
	  The CIPD define strategic workforce planning as a tool to ‘tool to meet the challenges in complex and uncertain circumstances’ (CIPD, 2025).  The lack of a strategic workforce plan at NRW presents a significant talent management risk. Without a plan, the organisation cannot identify the critical roles, assess succession readiness and establish clear career pathways (Jeremy and Ali, 2021). It is critical that the organisation switches from a reactive to a predictive model, by using data to anticipate turnover and designing learning interventions to address future gaps (Polzer, 2022). This can be achieved through embedding succession discussions within the Sgwrs performance management framework, establishing entry level programmes to build resilience and reduce dependency on external recruitment (Secker, 2020). 


Learning and development opportunities  
Learning and development underpin the individual’s and organisation’s capability (World Economic Forum, 2025). Hogarth and McCartney (2024) assert that the successful employers in retaining talent are those who prioritise learning and development as part of their employee value proposition. For NRW, investment in learning and development will build expertise in environmental conservation, regulation and policy development. 
	Bough et al., (2023) believe that organisations that prioritise learning and development benefit from strong retention and greater innovation from their workforce. 

(Barends, Rousseau and Wietrak, 2022)
While the AMO framework enables career mobility, Rousseau’s psychological contract theory (1989) asserts that direct investment in learning and development strengthens the relationship between the employee and employer by building trust and enabling motivation (Bera, 2021). 
	NRW employees benefit from structured technical and mandatory learning, however, opportunities for further learning and development varies across roles, departments and budgets (NRW, 2025b). An investigation undertaken by Mulgan, Latendresse-Drapeau and Sedwill (2024) found that training within the public sector focussed on compliance and little emphasis on career progression learning. For NRW, prioritising learning and development for both compliance and development purposes will support with retention and improved employee engagement during a period of ongoing labour-market competition (Overton, 2023).  
	The internal factors outline NRW’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT). Building on these findings enables NRW to respond more effectively to labour market conditions (King and Morrison, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc214975032]2.2 Critical Analysis of NRW’s current approach to talent management 
Building on the evaluation of internal and external factors impacting NRW’s approach to talent management, this section critically evaluates three key findings from the 2024 resourcing and talent report.  
[bookmark: _Toc214975033]2.2.1 Competition for talent remains high 
Despite the economic conditions in the UK, NRW continues to operate in a tight labour market for roles across digital and technology, regulation and engineering (Cockett, 2025). 69% of organisations are experiencing difficulties recruiting well-qualified candidates (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024), alongside the 2024 resourcing and talent report, data from the ONS indicate that national vacancy levels remain above pre-pandemic levels (ONS, 2025). While the economic climate of the UK remains uncertain (Islam, 2025), public-sector organisations continue to face resourcing shortages and difficulties attracting senior and specialist roles (Taylor, 2025, p28). 
	Hogarth and McCartney (2024) found that there is a considerable variation between organisations adopting a short-term or long-term approach to workforce planning.  Mansaray (2019) asserts that human resource planning is often incorrect which is detrimental to organisations being competitive. However, whilst acknowledging that the external environment is volatile and unpredictable (Perera, 2017), it is critical that organisations consider workforce scalability to remain competitive (Dyer and Ericksen, 2007). At NRW, 40% of leadership and specialist roles are occupied by postholders approaching retirement age within the next 5 years (NRW, 2025a). Despite the criticism, a data-led approach to workforce planning will support the organisation’s talent pipeline, mitigate risks of skills and knowledge shortages and will ensure operational costs are kept low (Mayo, 2025). 
	While 81% of UK organisations have enhanced their employer brand (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024), 41% of new recruits still leave within 12 weeks, underlining the importance of candidate engagement (Brown, 2024). NRW prioritises engagement across the recruitment process as part of its employee value proposition (Orlando, Winton and Alexander, 2023), and this appears successful given its attrition rate of 2% in 2025 (NRW, 2025c). This suggests strong retention practices; however, the organisation faces persistent attraction challenges. To remain competitive, NRW must leverage its environmental mission and improve brand messaging to appeal to scarce talent pools.	
As an organisation, the flexible hybrid working styles is a strength and opportunity (Gillmore, 2025). Unlike establishing specific office day requirements (Markson, 2025), NRW has benefited by increasing the diversity of its workforce through flexible working arrangements allowing staff to work either from their homes or from their nearest NRW office base (NRW, 2024). However, while more employers continue to consider offering greater flexible opportunities (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024), it is not sufficient to address resourcing issues alone without considering the pay and benefits package. 
	As an organisation reliant on consistent funding awards from the Welsh Government, the talent management strategy is centred on boom or bust (Ameen, 2023). The organisation’s EVPs are distinctive, however significantly under-leveraged. In the current financial year, the organisation has advertised 1,011 vacancies (NRW, 2025c). While recruitment remains reactive, the introduction of an ATS will transform the service to become more proactive and data-driven in addressing the resourcing gaps. 
[bookmark: _Toc214975034]2.2.2 Greater focus on developing skills in-house 
Research conducted by Allen and Bryant (2012) found that both training and development opportunities are interlinked, and retention can only be attained when provided simultaneously (Taylor, 2025, p.352). In 2024, 52% of public sector organisations reported difficulties retaining talent resulting in greater efforts to the existing workforce (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
	NRW’s investment in technical and compliance learning demonstrates commitment to capability building, however developmental opportunities remain uneven across the organisation (NRW, 2025c). Green et al., (2000) argued that training has minimal impact on retention, however this finding is dated and may not reflect current labour market dynamics. Allen and Bryant (2012) highlighted that retention is achieved when training and development are offered together as part of a strategic approach. For NRW, embedding career development to the learning strategy is essential to strengthen psychological contract and mitigate attrition risks (Armstrong and Brown, 2024, p.15).  
As more organisations focus their efforts on retention, investment in learning and developmental opportunities aligned with workforce planning will strengthen the NRW’s commitment to career mobility strengthening the psychological contract (Alstein et al.,2025). NRW’s current recruitment policy requires internal candidates to remain in post for 12 months before applying for promotional opportunities. This restriction, if perceived as a barrier, may limit career mobility, reduce engagement and long-term retention. Reviewing this policy to cater for greater flexibility could strengthen internal development and support succession planning (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc214975035]2.2.3 Technology speeding up recruitment and improving experience 
Technological advancements continue to reshape resourcing practices (Taylor, 2025, p.26) with 78% of organisations in 2024 investing in technology and adopting AI to improve efficiency (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). At NRW the recent implementation of the ATS has transformed the recruitment process and improved the candidate experience. However, unlike many private sector organisations, NRW has not yet introduced AI screening tools due to transparency and bias in algorithmic decision-making concerns (Rigotti and Fosch-Villaronga, 2024). 
	Despite the governance factors, NRW’s operational pressures present a compelling case to explore AI solutions. In 2025, NRW has received over 9,000 (NRW, 2025c), resulting in capacity challenges for hiring managers. AI could generate efficiencies through raking applications against a set criterion, resulting in a reduced time to hire and enabling managers to focus more on candidate engagement (Ferrazzi, 2025).  
A study conducted by The Inclusion Initiative found that AI reduced the time to hire and could recommend candidates with greater chances of being offered the role following an interview (Will et al., 2023). While their findings appear promising, the small sample of empirical studies presents its limitations. Wider research on algorithmic bias and fairness suggest that AI systems used in recruitment lack transparency resulting in difficulties assessing whether decisions are fair or accountable (Rigotti and Fosch-Villaronga, 2024). Any adoption of AI must be accompanied by robust governance and human oversight to ensure compliance and maintain trust in the recruitment process (Davenport, 2010). 
	Furthermore, the impact of AI is not only relevant to employers but also for candidates. With AI platforms widely accessible, candidates are using generative AI to draft and create applications, potentially embellishing their experience (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). For NRW, this trend reinforces the importance of competency-based interviews and assessment methods that validate skills beyond written submissions. 
While AI presents opportunities for process efficiencies, its use should remain assistive rather than autonomous (Davenport, 2010). This is achievable by combining technology with informed human judgement to ensure fairness and enhance the candidate experience (Soleimani et al.,2024).



[bookmark: _Toc214975036]3.0 Conclusion 

Resourcing and talent management are critical to NRW’s success and sustainability (Taylor, 2025, p.21). Political uncertainty, ongoing economic pressures and technological developments are key external factors impacting NRW’s ability to attract, recruit and retain talent (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
The outcome of forthcoming Senedd Elections and subsequent budget decisions will have a direct impact on NRW’s workforce planning and resourcing priorities (Deans, 2025).  Technological advancements present opportunities to improve hiring efficiency, despite investing in an ATS, AI adoption poses risks to existing governance and process fairness (Rigotti and Fosch-Villaronga, 2024). However, operational pressures resulting from high-volume recruitment (NRW, 2025c) outline the need for assistive technology coupled with human-oversight (Davenport, 2010). 
Internally, NRW demonstrates commitment to learning and development and early career opportunities (Secker, 2020), howbeit strategic integration is limited (Taylor, 2025, p.352). Currently, workforce planning is reactive and access to development opportunities remains inconsistent resulting in poor engagement impacting the psychological contract (Alstein et al., 2025). Addressing these risks is essential for the organisation to address succession risks and build future workforce capability (Jeremy and Ali, 2021). 
Decisive action is required to ensure NRW remains competitive in a volatile labour market (Cockett, 2025). Political challenges, economic constraints and technology advancement require a cohesive talent management approach (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). Addressing workforce planning and development while exploring technology solutions responsibly is critical to organisational sustainability (Taylor, 2025, p.32). The recommendations outlined in this report will strengthen NRW’s talent pipeline, support operational continuity and help position itself as an employer of choice (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). 
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1. Strengthen internal development and retention
To undertake a structured review of the recruitment policy and 12 months in post commitment to ensure that internal talent is considered fairly and consistently by January 2026. Current recruitment advertising spend in 2025 was £845,983 (NRW, 2025c). With over 50% of appointments being made to internal candidates, this review could deliver a projected saving of £169,055 (NRW, 2025c). 
The review will analyse internal applicant data, shortlisting and interview pattern. Hogarth and McCartney (2024) outline risks concerning attrition, with many organisations losing new starters within the first 12 weeks. While enhancements to the onboarding process is underway, the organisation cannot risk losing internal talent. 
	HR Advisor (1 month) 
	£1,800

	Equalities Lead (4 hours) 
	£128 

	Communications Support (5 hours) 
	£60 

	Total 
	£1,988



2. Implement a strategic workforce plan 
The CIPD (2017) outline that a strategic workforce plan is essential for anticipating future demand rather than reacting to shortages. By February 2026, a predictive workforce plan built by data from recruitment and HR systems will be developed to identify critical roles, demographic risks and emerging skills gaps Jeremy and Ali, 2021. Once established, the strategic workforce plan will be integrated to corporate objectives ensuring alignment between workforce capabilities and strategic objectives. By March 2026, the team will be able to commence predictive modelling with the ability to anticipate turnover rates and design targeted learning interventions to address future gaps. 
	Data analysts (3 months) 
	£4,500*

	Workforce Planning Lead (4 months) 
	£9,300*

	Total 
	£13,800*


*Existing staff budget already allocated. 
3. Invest in early career opportunities 
Building on the work of developing a strategic workforce plan, the introduction of graduate schemes, internships and career returner programmes will help build internal capability linked to areas of future demand. The CIPD found that developing skills in-house is growing priority across the public sector (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). By February 2026, a business proposal will be presented to the senior management team outlining options and indicative costs. 
	Talent Development Advisor 
(2 months)  
	£5,380*

	External consultancy support 
	£8,450

	Total 
	£13,830


*Existing staff budget already allocated. 
4. Enhance Learning and Development
The employee survey highlighted the need to equip managers with coaching skills to promote inclusive management practice and reinforce organisational values (NRW, 2023) (Bough et al., 2025). While NRW has exceptional completion rates for compliance based learning (NRW, 2025a), investment in the management team by launching coaching workshops from March 2026 will strengthen the psychological contract which will improve engagement and support retention (Bera, 2021). 
	External facilitator   
	£7,569

	Course supplies 
	£750

	Total 
	£8,319



5. Explore AI solutions to enhance current processes
AI presents opportunities to improve the speed and consistency of assessing high-volume applications (Ferrari, 2025). While the use of AI tools requires significant governance (Rigotti and Fosch-Villaronga, 2024), operational pressures because of high-volume recruitment (NRW, 2025c) requires investment in automated tools to process applications more efficiently while balancing compliance with civil service recruitment principles. A paper will be submitted to the senior management team outlining options, costs and governance considerations by February 2026. 
	Strategic Resourcing Manager 
(1 month)
	£632*

	Total 
	£682*


*Existing staff budget already allocated. 
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