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Executive summary 

This report will analyse the major environmental factors impacting Bridgend College by using the PESTLE tool. The analysis will focus on three main external factors; Legal, Economical and Sociological and how this will affect Bridgend College’s people strategy. Some key challenges emerging from this analysis for Bridgend College is recruitment and retention. Recommendations are included for consideration by the Senior Leadership Team to alleviate the impact of the external factors on Bridgend College, to ensure that every person at Bridgend College has the opportunity to be all that they can be (Bridgend College, 2020). 
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Introduction 

Organisations need to be aware of internal and external pressures that impact their business environment (Leatherbarrow and Fletcher, 2019). The PESTLE tool can be used by organisations to analyse external factors to be able to inform their strategic plan (Law, 2016). The PESTLE tool analyses political, economical, sociological, technological, legal and environmental factors. 

The PESTLE tool has evolved from the initial PEST acronym, however Taylor and Perkins (2021) argue that further factors need to be considered while using this tool due to reasons such as globalisation for it to be used effectively.

As the external environment is ever-changing, it is difficult to foresee what factors will impact an organisation’s future. The PESTLE tool has to be used regularly to be an effective tool for strategic planning. If done correctly it can help organisations identify future external threats and opportunities to be able to take appropriate action (Battista, 2024) and to ensure that the organisation is not operating reactively (Kew and Stredwick, 2010). 

This report will use the PESTLE tool to identify the main external pressures impacting Bridgend College’s business environment, and how this will affect their people strategy. As a Further Education (FE) College with approximately 630 staff, their overall strategy is to enable every person at Bridgend College; the learners, staff and the communities they serve, to be all that they can be (Bridgend College, 2020).

Main findings 

This report analyses the Legal, Economic and Social factors affecting Bridgend College. 

Legal Factors

As of 26th October 2024, the Worker Protection (Amendment of Equality Act 2010) Act 2023 came into force which introduced key changes to sexual harassment legislation. The Act introduces a new ‘preventative duty’ for employers to take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment of their workers (EHRC, 2024a).

Sexual Harassment is defined in the Equality Act 2010, section 26 (1b) as unwanted conduct of sexual nature, which has the purpose or effect of either: 
(a) violating the complainant’s dignity; or 
(b) creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for the complainant. 
Estimates on the experiences of harassment following the Crime Survey for England and Wales found that the forms of sexual harassment that were highest experienced included sexual jokes, comments or gestures. Women were more likely than men to experience the behaviour (ONS, 2023), with 3 in 5 women in a survey saying that they have experienced sexual harassment at work (Trade Union Congress, 2023). Sexual harassment may also include showing sexual content or unwanted touching, for example hugging someone (Acas, 2024a). 

The preventative duty requires employers to take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment in the workplace. If sexual harassment has taken place, the duty requires employers to take steps to stop it from happen again. Acas (2024b) provides example of reasonable steps for employers to consider implementing including creating a sexual harassment policy with a clear reporting procedure, providing training for all staff on recognising sexual harassment and reinforcing that any form of sexual harassment will not be tolerated. The UK Labour Government has recently announced their Employment Rights Bill which includes the proposal of requiring employers to take “all” reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment (CIPD, 2024a). Further detail on this is required. 

Failure to comply with this duty could result in consequences, including the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) taking enforcement action such as investigating an employer or entering into a legally binding agreement. The EHRC had agreed a legally binding agreement with Sainsbury’s to take all reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment following them being found liable at an employment tribunal. This included the requirement to implement more effective training for its workforce, resulting in over 151,000 of Sainsbury’s staff attending Diversity and Inclusion training and the production of a bullying and harassment guide for managers and staff (EHRC, 2022). This means that Bridgend College needs to implement further training and resources in this subject to be compliant. 

If there is a claim at an employment tribunal, and the panel considers the preventative duty has been breached, under section 124(a) of the Act an employment tribunal can increase compensation by up to 25% (EHRC, 2024b). An employment tribunal (‘Merriman v Bugibba Independent,’ 2024) awarded £31,410.91 to a claimant as compensation due to sexual harassment where a male colleague exhibited inappropriate behaviour including giving her a “bear hug”. This compensation included £25,400 for injury to feelings including interest, showing the compensation that employers might need to pay if a claim succeeds.  

The EHRC’s technical guidance (2024) requires “employers to take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment of workers by third parties”. Third parties can include students, contractors and customers. An employee is unable to bring a stand-alone claim against their employer for sexual harassment by a third-party, however the EHRC could take enforcement action if the preventative duty is breached. Following the case of ‘Unite the Union v Nailard’ (2018), an employer will only be liable if they fail to take action because of a protected characteristic (EHRC, 2024b). The EHRC guidance emphasises the third party requirement in relation to the preventative duty (Busby, 2024) which means that Bridgend College will need to put reasonable steps in place which may include reinforcing to students that this behaviour is not tolerated. 
 
Research by Cheng et al (2024) found that the public were more likely to interpret that an organisation is addressing gender inequality if they had a sexual harassment claim against them, made by women against men. On the other hand, a claim can reduce the organisation’s attraction as an employer of choice. The inability to address sexual harassment effectively can lead to reputational damage for both Bridgend College and its management team.

Another consequence of not complying with the updated legislation could include an increase in employee turnover, low morale and reduced employee engagement as research has found that these could be linked to harassment in the workplace (Martins, Shahzad and Javed, 2023). Creating a safe environment where employees feel comfortable reporting any incidents of harassment without fear can help decrease absenteeism (Martins, Shahzad and Javed, 2023)

As an organisation in the FE sector, Bridgend College needs to lead by example and ensure that it is a safe environment for its students and staff to enable them to be all that they can be (Bridgend College, 2020). 

Economic Factors 

A survey by the ONS (2024) reported that the cost of living crisis remained one of the highest reported issues currently facing the UK by those surveyed in October 2024. Furthermore, 53% of adults stated that their cost of living had increased in the past month. This has gradually decreased since the peak of 80% reporting an increase in their cost of living in October 2022. A research article that explored the experiences of those who are on a low income during the cost of living crisis found that financial worries along with the feeling of lack of support from the Government was a theme (Jordan et al, 2024). The CIPD Good Work Index in Wales (2024) reports that just under half (48%) of people feel satisfied with their pay for the work that they do in Wales.

Bridgend College is committed to paying the Real Living Wage, which is a wage rate based on the cost of living, but is currently not an accredited Living Wage employer (Living Wage Foundation, 2024). It provides an opportunity for staff to be paid a wage that can help them meet their everyday needs. This will benefit Bridgend College’s lowest paid roles such as Learning Support Assistants, who work term time only. However, it can impact on employee morale as the implementation of the wage rate of £12.60 which was announced on 23rd October 2024 (Living Wage Foundation, 2024) will erode business support pay scales even further. The Engineering and Construction Technicians, some of whom hold trade qualifications, currently earn £12 - £12.66 per hour (Scale 3), which is £0.66 per hour above the current Real Living Wage in place for the lowest earners such as Cleaners, who do not hold the same qualification or skilled worker requirements. The new wage rate will erode Scale 3 even further, resulting in Technicians earning 6p above the current Real Living Wage. This salary scale erosion will not only impact other Scale 3 roles, but it will also impact Scale 4 roles such as Finance Assistants as they are currently earning £12.66 - £14.05 per hour as the bottom of Scale 4 is equal to the top of Scale 3. With the budget cuts hitting the FE sector (Welsh Government, 2024), Bridgend College needs to also consider how the organisation is going to afford these salary increases long term. 

The FE sector in Wales has a nationally agreed pay scale for teaching staff, instructor/demonstrators and management but unfortunately there is no nationally agreed pay scale for business support staff (UCU, 2024). This means that some job roles are paid a higher salary in different FE colleges in Wales. Both Coleg Sir Gar and Cardiff and Vale College offer an increased salary range (equivalent to Scale 3/4) for Construction Technicians which require more technical competence compared to Creative Media Technicians, for example. This shows that other colleges are recognising the different level of skills and qualifications that are needed for different curriculum areas. The lack of consistency with business support pay scales may cause job dissatisfaction for current employees as an article found that salary satisfaction was linked to job satisfaction (De Coning, Rothmann and Stander, 2019). This may also impact the recruitment of new staff. The CIPD’s Labour Market Outlook Summer report indicates that hard to fill vacancies are expected to continue to be an issue for public sector organisations, with specifically 50% of employers in the education sector reporting difficulties in recruiting (Cockett, 2024a). However, the CIPD Autumn outlook has since found that only 17% of non-compulsory education employers are expecting to experience difficulty in recruiting in the next 6 months (Cockett, 2024b).

The Covid-19 pandemic resulted in employers taking on less apprentices, and therefore causing more young people to attend construction courses at level 1 and 2 in FE (CITB, 2020). Bridgend College has experienced this increase in student intake resulting in a higher recruitment need in this area, whilst experiencing difficulty in recruiting. It could be argued that the difficulty to recruit could be a result of the construction skill shortages in industry itself, with 47% of employers in the construction industry reporting similar problems with hard to fill vacancies (Cockett, 2024a). However, it could be seen that recruiting teaching staff in these areas can be difficult as people are able to earn a lot more money in industry compared to teaching (Flemons et al, 2024). As the cost of living is continuing to be an issue, people may be less likely to make a career change for a lower salary. Hays’s 2024 salary and recruitment trends report found that 42% of people are inclined to move jobs if the salary is higher. However, Hays’s same report in 2023 found that 56% of people would accept a lower salary for better work-life balance (Mayne, 2023). This implies that the current workforce trends and people’s priorities are ever changing and Bridgend College needs to adapt accordingly to the impact of the cost of living crisis.

Social Factors

It is known that almost half of Bridgend College learners live in areas classified as ‘most deprived’ (Buckley, 2024), and many learners that attend FE are classed as vulnerable young people (Spours, Grainger and Vigurs, 2022). A survey by the Association of Colleges (AoC) (2024) found that transport challenges have increased as a reason for absence for learners since a similar survey was conducted in 2019. The cost of transport acts as a barrier for young people to access education as well as employment and support services (Youth Select Committee, 2024). This shows some of the challenges that many learners are currently facing whilst accessing FE, and needs to be kept in mind whilst staff are addressing challenging learner behaviour. 

Poor mental health was identified in a survey as the top reason for absence for learners in FE (AoC, 2024), and FE teachers have identified an increase in behaviour problems and wellbeing needs in learners since the Covid-19 pandemic (Education Workforce Council, 2023). This implies that the pandemic is continuing to have some impact on students as well as staff. Some colleges feel that this is due to the disruption to the learners’ time when they were in school (NAMSS, 2024). There have been reports of lack of concentration from learners since the pandemic (Spours, Grainger and Vigurs, 2022) which may contribute to learner behaviour issues. Whilst there is research showing the negative impact of the pandemic on mental health and wellbeing of young people during and just after the pandemic (Dewa et al, 2024; Liverpool et al, 2023; Bell et al, 2023), further research is needed into the possible longer-term impact of the pandemic on young people. 

Patel (2024) found that suspensions increased to 4,173 in the academic year 2023-24 compared to 2,104 in 2019-20 in the FE sector. These were due to reasons such as inappropriate behaviour and drug use. The Student Wellbeing team at Bridgend College complete great work with the learners and many staff are now educated on trauma-informed approaches, however, this emphasises the need for FE learners to have an enhanced wrap-around support from the student wellbeing team, teaching and support staff. 

The Junior Apprenticeship programme is a vocationally-focused learning programme for 14-16 year olds based in FE colleges as alternative to mainstream curriculum (Estyn, 2024). The recent Estyn inspection highlights the success rates of the programme and the wrap-around support that is provided with Learning Coaches in this curriculum area (Estyn, 2022). However, as many of these learners have complex social, behavioural and or emotional difficulties, staff in this area need to be resilient and effective in supporting learners who have been identified as at risk or vulnerable by their school. A recent deep dive into leavers data of Bridgend College for academic year 2023-24 found that two members of staff resigned with immediate effect including an English lecturer for the Junior Apprenticeship programme (Luff, Rees and Webb, 2024). They left due to the behaviour of the Junior Apprentices and the impact this had on their mental health. Bridgend College is ensuring that every recruitment process for the Junior Apprenticeship programme includes a micro-teach or an activity with the learners so the candidates are aware of the challenging behaviour that they may come across in those roles. A research report found that FE colleges are experiencing new starters leaving FE and returning to industry within six months to a year (Flemons et al, 2024) implying that more support might be needed for people who are new to the sector. 

The rise in behaviour problems and student needs is not isolated to certain departments, but might be more prevalent in some such as Construction (Flemons et al, 2024). Many of Bridgend College teaching staff have completed pivotal behavioural training which focuses on intervention and de-escalation in the classroom, however, survey results show that some FE staff feel that more of their time is spent in addressing behavioural issues rather than teaching (EWC, 2023). Workload remains to be a concern in the FE sector with it being raised in the Education Workforce Council’s workforce survey (2023), as well as in Bridgend College’s internal ‘just checking in’ October 2024 survey. Whilst work in relation to workload in the FE sector across Wales is ongoing, Bridgend College have to be considerate of this when supporting staff to be able to best support the learners. 














Conclusion 

In analysing three PESTLE factors in this report, it is clear that there are external factors that will impact Bridgend College in the near future. As people strategies need to be aligned with corporate strategy (Rees and French, 2023), this shows the importance of HR practitioners analysing information and data to inform decisions and therefore form people strategies (Young, 2024). 

As can be seen in this report, recruitment and retention is a challenge for Bridgend College in the FE sector (Flemons et al, 2024). This has been elevated by the cost of living crisis and the social changes impacting student behaviour and student needs. This will therefore impact the teaching and learning provision that the college provides. Rees and French (2023) identify recruitment and selection as a key area of HR to support organisational success that is aligned with the corporate strategy. This shows the importance of hiring candidates that are most aligned to Bridgend College’s values. Bridgend College also needs to ensure that they are supporting new staff, including those new to the FE sector, to retain and utilise the skills and talent within the organisation to align with their strategic goal to be extraordinary (Bridgend College, 2020).

The new duty to take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment will impact people strategies not only for the FE sector but across all sectors. It is essential that Bridgend College does not tolerate any type of harassment (CIPD, 2024b). As an educational institution in the FE sector, Bridgend College needs to ensure that they are taking reasonable steps to ensure a safe and welcoming environment for its staff and students and to enable everyone to be all that they can be (Bridgend College, 2020). 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are for consideration to alleviate the impact of the external factors on Bridgend College discussed above. 

1. Develop and deliver sexual harassment training for staff 

Educating staff on sexual harassment will ensure that Bridgend College are taking steps to prevent it in the workplace and therefore ensuring that they are legally compliant. 

The training would cover a definition, different types of sexual harassment and how to report it if someone experiences or witnesses this conduct. The training would also reinforce that harassment will not be tolerated and provide information on the wellbeing support that is available.

The content of the training would be created by the Learning and Development Advisor using external resources that are available such as on HR-inform and adapted to suit Bridgend College’s brand guidelines and messaging style. 

As this training needs to be completed by as much staff as possible to ensure a cross-college approach, the training could be delivered by the Director of People as part of the next Professional Learning Day which is taking place on the 6th December 2024. Bridgend College could then explore transferring the content of the training and creating a module on the inhouse learning management system. 

A study found that having anti-sexual harassment policies in place in organisations did not necessarily decrease the likelihood of sexual harassment or impact the reporting of such harassment (Blumell and Mulupi, 2023). However, effective training (Roehling et al, 2022) and policies could improve awareness and knowledge on this subject (Diez-Canseco et al, 2022). This suggests that Bridgend College needs to consider taking further steps as part of this preventative duty. 

2. Proposed ‘Lead Technician’ roles

To create two higher level Technician roles, one in Construction and one in Science and Engineering. These are the departments that require more technical competence and where the need has been identified. These higher level roles - ‘Lead Technicians’ would involve additional work and responsibilities specifically around in class support, workflow, budgets and training. The roles would be advertised internally to existing staff. 

HR would draft the job description by reviewing similar higher level roles within the College such as the Mechanic and Workshop Coordinator to reflect these additional responsibilities. HR would then work collaboratively with the Curriculum Managers in Construction and Science and Engineering, to ensure that it meets the curriculum needs. This would also save the manager’s time and resources. 

FE colleges have noted that the lack of progression opportunities compared to industry provides challenges in retaining staff (Flemons et al, 2024). The Lead Technician roles would provide a progression opportunity for skilled Technicians.
Higher level roles have worked well in other internal curriculum areas such as in Equine and Animal Care.

There will be a financial impact attached to this. These higher level roles could be benchmarked at Scale 6. The total cost difference from top of Scale 3 to top of Scale 6 with oncosts, is £11,611, per position. It could also cause challenge from Technicians in other areas who may request for similar roles to be introduced in their areas, which need to be approached sensitively. It is acknowledged that this recommendation would not alleviate the cost of living issue across college, however it seeks to address a part of the problem. 

3. Develop a learning strategy for staff going into areas such as Construction and Junior Apprenticeships 

To develop training on increased behavioural handling skills to be delivered to any new starters going into more challenging areas such as Construction. This would further equip teaching and business support staff, to respond to more difficult behaviour or contentious subjects in an effective way. An effective induction can decrease employee turnover (McCartney, 2023). 

These sessions could be delivered by members of the PGCE team who are trained in behaviour and classroom management techniques which would reduce the cost of implementing this. This training could be delivered to existing staff in these areas to ensure consistency in approach. 
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