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Hello, and welcome to my TED talk. Firstly, let’s acknowledge a fact. There is a crisis unfolding within the public sector. The double whammy of low recruitment and high turnover of staff is making talent management increasingly difficult. Let’s look at some statistics. New TUC analysis recently published shows 2.2 million public sector workers actively thinking of leaving their posts, most citing pay as the driving factor. Employers within the sector are doing what they can to address this, but CIPD research shows just over half of public sector employers (52%) reporting hard to fill vacancies. 

But it’s not all doom and gloom. With some actionable strategic decisions, and a focus on utilising new technology we can hopefully start to address this imbalance. 

(Change slide)

So why is change needed? Well, the ability to attract and retain staff is critical to maintaining a skilled workforce capable of delivering quality services to communities within Newport. But the two main problems that need to be addressed are recruitment and retention issues. In respect of recruitment issues there are significant challenges faced by the Council when it comes to recruiting new staff. This includes a shortage of candidates with the necessary skills, difficulties attracting candidates to the area, and an increasingly competitive labour market. To put that into context, the council spent £8.9 million in 2020/21, increasing to £12.8 million in 2021/22. This is a huge amount of the Council’s budget being spent on temporary staff to ‘plug the gaps’ and ensure services are delivered. Surely this is unsustainable. With regards to retaining those existing staff there are challenges faced by the Council including factors such as job satisfaction, work-life balance, career development opportunities, and overall job security. Again, for context, in 2022-23, 850 members of staff left the local authority - a turnover of 14.4%. That’s nearly a quarter of all staff turned over in one year. 



Fortunately, the Human Resources landscape within the Council is ripe for, and accepting of change, and this has started to happen. The Digital strategy 2023-27 highlights four key themes – Digital transformation, Digital skills and inclusion, Data and collaboration and Digital infrastructure & connectivity. Advances in technology and AI could allow for far more effective talent management, helping to alleviate these recruitment and retention challenges. Greater streamlining of HR processes will allow HR operatives more time to focus on strategic objectives. The COVID pandemic demonstrated how flexible the organisation can be, changing from a traditional office based model to a more modern hybrid working environment. This has led to changes in HR policies, including updating and implementing the agile and home working policies, which have largely stayed in place, with Council employees continuing to have the option to work flexibly if this does not impact on the ability to deliver service







(Change slide) 



So what systems are already in place? Within Newport Council there is currently limited use of AI or advanced technology within the HR area. The main systems currently used in relation to recruitment and selection are I-Trent, In-Phase, My Hub, and Business Objects for reporting. 

HR Processes for employees are automated where possible to reduce data entry. This is being achieved by integrating IT systems wherever possible (such as HR and Payroll systems) to provide more accurate information and reduce data entry. Also there has been development of opportunities for the use of Robotic Process Automation (RPA) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) AI in the form of a ‘chatbot’ has also been developed and integrated into the HR payroll system, which has an employee interface titled ‘ESS’ or Employee Self Service. The chatbot can be accessed by scanning an IQ code and downloading the necessary app. Once logged in, the chatbot can be used to book annual leave and submit travel and subsistence claims amongst and a handful of other tasks. This technology has the potential to be upgraded to have unlimited capabilities. The chatbot uses machine learning to improve its responses and is capable of learning from its interactions with users, which could be a powerful tool for the organisation.

In terms of ‘big data,’ HR uses this to improve the council’s performance and recruitment, using a product called In-Phase which pulls in data from internal and external sources. In-Phase takes data feeds from various disparate sources across the Council and externally and can use this to create integrated dashboards and reports. In-Phase uses the data collected to compare and analyse the council’s data with population demographics and trends to inform workforce planning, employee retention, talent forecasting, recruitment – particularly for hard to recruit posts, diversity, and inclusion. However, once the data is analysed, manual processes then have to be adopted by HR officers for tasks such as targeted recruitment, which is limiting in terms of the potential reach and positive outcomes. 







With regards to employee retention, In early 2023 the HR & OD team at Newport City Council identified in consultation with senior management that following the change to hybrid working enforced by the COVID pandemic that levels of employee engagement needed to be improved upon. This presented a challenge to the HR team as the workforce within the Council is incredibly diverse, both in terms of the makeup of the workforce and the range of working locations.  In response to this concern a new annual employee engagement cycle was introduced, comprising events, an employee survey, and an employee conference. To also aid in employee engagement a review of the Council’s employee values was introduced in 2023. Employees were encouraged to engage to help develop and embed a new set of values and behaviours to reflect the ‘new normal’ way of working. 

The strategy in relation to retaining staff is a core part of the Councils people plan, with three of the four strategic pillars of the plan relating to overall employee satisfaction, a prime factor in employee retention.





(Change slide) 



So how can we push this further?  We can use AI for targeted recruitment, which can help to reduce those ‘hard to fill’ vacancies and use of agency staff that is such a drain on the overall Council budget. 

With regards to recruitment, it can also be used to screen and look for key areas within candidates’ applications. This can help improve the quality of recruitment by targeting those with specific required skillsets. This will make sure we are hiring the right talent for the right roles. 



The AI chatbot has amazing potential, so we need to look to increase use of this technology for more than just ‘front-facing’ enquiries. It could be used to improve the employee experience, such as accessibility (a bit would be available when the employee wants, rather than being tied to office hours) which in turn can boost engagement which could help with retention



Automation can be used to speed up recruitment processes. This can give the HR officers the freedom to focus on HR strategy. Think what could be achieved if HR officers were free to focus on the ‘human’ element of human resources, rather than repetitive processes. 



(change slide)



But we must be careful when considering the use of AI, as there are ethical considerations to be taken into account to ensure the use of technology is fair and unbiased in order to prevent discrimination on the basis of any protected characteristics.

 

Transparency & privacy – Some people inherently distrust the idea of AI, so users need to understand that AI is being utilised, how the system makes decisions and how data is being stored and protected, in line with regulations such as GDPR. A recent ONS survey between July-Oct 2023 shows that the public had concerns regarding becoming too dependent on technology, the applications such technology could be used for without their knowledge and a distrust around how companies might use AI. 



Just as important is human oversight – Human interaction is still required to ensure AI is behaving correctly and working with defined parameters, such as laws, regulations and individual company policies.  


(Change slide)



So what are our Options and Considerations?.  

1. Pay: To ensure that we are attracting the right calibre of talent, the Council's pay and reward strategy needs to be reviewed to ensure it remains competitive and attractive to potential candidates. 

2. Recruitment and Onboarding:. Recommendation is to increase the use of AI and automation to improve the recruitment and onboarding processes to make them more efficient and effective, saving both time and money. 

3. Organisational Development Activity: We need to look at ways to support the ongoing development and engagement of the Council's existing workforce through organisational development activities such as training, mentoring, and coaching. This will help to ensure staff remain motivated and help reduce the amount of staff turnover, reducing the cost to the Council. HR strategies are very ‘human-centric’ and focused on employee engagement and wellbeing, this can help with employee retention and performance and so these policies should be continued with a view to improving employee engagement.

I hope this talk has given you some insight into the challenges faced by the Council in respect of talent management, and how by embracing change and utilising new technologies we can redefine how we manage the most important aspect of our organisation – it’s talented employees. 

Thank you for listening.
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