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1. Overview of Neath Port Talbot Council (NPTC)

NPTC is a public sector organisation established in 1996, by way of local government reform.  The council employs over 6,400 employees (NPTC, 2024) and is politically led by members and accountable to the Welsh Government, as well as the public and communities, which live within the region.  
NPTC (2022) must ensure that its business is compelled in accordance with the law and appropriate standards, ensuring that public money is right accounted for and used economically, efficiently and effectively. Funding has becoming increasingly sparse across Local government organisations, enduring cuts to services as well as stringent budget provisions, equally impacting NPTC’s learning, training and development section (Local Government Association, 2024a). 
NPTC’s divisional hierarchy is set out across four directorates comprising of: Corporate and Strategy Services; Education, Leisure and Lifelong Learning; Environment and Regeneration and Social Services, Health and Housing. There are a wide range of positions across all directorates including manual and specialist roles. Learning, training and development play a pivotal role in not only auxiliary legislative training, but contributing to ensure that workers have the skills, knowledge and experience to fulfil both individual and organisational goals (CIPD, no date).


2.	Introduction
2.1	Aim of the report
The purpose of this report is to consider the internal and external factors that impact the organisation’s learning and development strategy and to critically analyse NPTC’s current approach on this. Also taking into consideration the organisation’s learning culture as well as any learning obstacles as identified within the Fitch report (2023).
Recommendations will be provided for the consideration of the senior management team.

2.2	Definition of learning
There are varying definitions for the term ‘learning’, with Stewart et al (2014) arguing that learning can be perceived as an action, whilst others refer to it being a process, as well as behaviour change or experience. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED, no date) describes learning “to gain or acquire knowledge of or skill in (something) as a result of study, experience or being taught”. 
Furthermore, Torrington et al (2020) cogitates organisational learning to be “changed or new behaviour resulting from new or reinterpreted knowledge that has been derived from an external or internal experience”.
Regardless of by what means learning is defined, it is evident that learning is at the forefront to achieving organisational success that encourages increased performance and productivity (Lancaster, 2020).

2.3	External and internal factors impacting an organisation’s learning and development strategy
Learning and Development strategies are formed by varied external and internal factors. It is important that organisations consider the external environment within which they operate, to support them in identifying factors that may be particularly influential upon their learning and development.  Such an approach can be adopted through the use of a PESTLE analysis tool, which is considered pivotal in understanding the impact of the wider environment on an organisation (Battista, 2024, Lee, Mills and Sidu, 2014, p. 37).
A PESTLE analysis tool examines the key external factors known as Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Legal and Environmental. This diagnostic tool can be predominantly effective in informing an organisation’s strategic decision making.  
Lee et al (2014) argue that key factors potentially shaping an organisation’s learning and development strategy may include:

Political conditions
NPTC is a local authority that is politically led by members and accountable to the Welsh Government. NPTC has to provide certain statutory services, with these being set out in legislation dictated by Welsh Government, who, are devolved with the UK Government (WLGA, no date).
The UK general election held in July 2024, has seen a shift in political leadership following 14 years of a Conservative-led government, with the Labour party now in control (BBC News, 2024).  
Cantoni and Yucthman (2013) argue that political stability can have an adverse effect on an organisation’s ability to invest in learning and development, with emphasis on budget constraints as well as swift changes to government policies that play a crucial role in defining national incentives. Furthermore, an organisation that is politically steered can ultimately be transformed by new government leadership and priorities. 
Regulatory changes can shift focus of learning and development strategies such as changes in compliance training requirements may require organisations to inform or implement mandatory training, adhering to compliance standards, particularly in education and social care (Brassey et al, 2019, Hayden, 2024).
In addition, internal factors can also unenviably disturb the enactment for learning and development as this is determined on key stakeholder’s having shared organisational priorities as well as leadership support. Overton (2023) states that learning and development’s alignment to an organisation’s goals has diminished in recent years, arguing that L&D professionals are losing the fight to remain an organisational priority. 

Economic conditions
It is evident that economic uncertainty can adversely impact organisational investment and spending, with focus tending to allude to learning and development when considering budget constraints (Inman and Wearden, 2024). 
Furthermore, Sriganthan (2023) states that organisations are looking to significantly cut learning and development costs due to economic difficulties, accentuating for businesses to reconsider and proactively invest in learning. Learning investment can not only enhance skill development and increase retention, it can promote organisational competitiveness as well as employee loyalty. 
Government funding is very much reliant on economic depiction, which can expressively impact spending on both education as well as training programmes, affecting workforce development. A reduction in learning and development funding specifically can impact an organisations talent retention strategy, arguing that career development is a key factor in attracting and retaining employees (Kaliannan et al, 2023, Local Government Association, 2024b).

Social conditions
There are many sociological factors that intensely influence an organisation’s learning and development, with notable importance given to cultural norms and beliefs of learning. According to Green and Young (2020) creating a positive learning culture can be very complex and is an ongoing process. Family dynamics and demographical challenges can naturally deter a collective vision for learning based on social development and skills that shape behaviours and enhance self-esteem. However, building learning into organisational strategy and fostering a learning climate that enables working practices can support a stronger emphasis on education and learning (Lee et al, 2014).

Technological conditions
Green (2017) argues that technology is a key component of working life and organisations are having to compete through the application of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automation. Technology is significantly shaping learning and development strategies through the enhancement of personalised, accessibility and engagement learning platforms. However, technology is swiftly changing and tends to outpace both research and practice, creating uncertainty when it comes to adapting the right technology for learners.
Furthermore, technology poses a threat both ethically and given that learners have varying levels of digital literacy, with attitudes to technology differing. The development of ICT has accelerated the pace of communication and learning but can provide widely accessible modes of learning if adapted suitably (Overton and Dixon, 2016, Shackleton-Jones, 2019). 

Environmental conditions
Organisations are under amassed pressure to reduce carbon emissions and promote decarbonisation to achieve net zero by 2050 through the UK Government’s Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener (Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, 2022, 2025).
Decarbonisation can dramatically impact learning and development strategies with organisations needing to promote green skills and sustainable practices across their training programmes. These factors can influence how learning is undertaken with practitioners ensuring that decarbonisation targets are met through promoting energy efficiency; reduce heating buildings and car emissions, as well as energy consumption and costs through better resource management and limited use of machinery. Promoting better accessibility of training can support practitioners in achieving their decarbonisation targets (Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, 2020, Lee et al, 2014).

3.	A critical analysis of the organisation’s learning and development strategy

3.1	Filch’s four obstacles
Filch (2023) states that “Embracing a learning culture in the workplace is a great way to help your business and people thrive”, arguing that those organisation’s that achieve this are expected to be more innovative and productive. Notwithstanding, it is clear that organisation’s face challenges in instigating a positive learning culture.  
Filch (2023) has highlighted four predominant obstacles that could damage an organisations need for change in order to create a positive learning culture. The recognised barriers are:
· Lack of support from leaders and managers
· Limited time
· Poor or insufficient resources
· Resistance to new processes and change
The obstacles identified by Fitch (2023) will be taken into consideration when critically analysing NPTC’s learning and development strategy and their learning culture.
3.2	NPTC’s learning and development strategy
Hayden (2024) states that a learning and development strategy should set out an organisation’s workforce capabilities, competencies and skills and how these can be developed to guarantee sustainability and success. Key to an effective strategy is ensuring that this aligns with the overall business strategy and drives improvement. It must consider organisational culture that creates a positive learning environment on an organisational, team and individual level. 
NPTC has a Learning, Training and Development (LTD) team which equates to 15.8 FTE employees, including 1 FTE apprentice role (SAP Business Objects, 2025a). Given the size and diverse workforce within NPTC, it is considered that the LTD team is relatively small which arguably poses that there are insufficient resources to successfully encourage learning and development within the organisation (Filch, 2023).
Whilst delving into NPTC’s current approach to learning and development, it is clearly evident that such a strategy does not currently exist. Furthermore, their Future of Work Strategy which sets out key workforce priorities, includes the development of a strategy to support the delivery of their corporate plan, which remains to be implemented (figure 1).
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Figure 1 – Workforce priority to develop a Training and Development Strategy (extract from the Future of Work Strategy 2022-2027) (NPTC 2022).
It could be construed that given that a strategy remains to be seen at NPTC, even though this was identified as a workforce priority in 2022 (NPTC, 2022), could it be due to there being a lack of support from stakeholders as well as time restraints, as alluded within Filch’s (2023) four obstacles.  Furthermore, it could be interpreted that learning and development has not been considered a primacy within NPTC, arguing the perception that there is a lack of organisational ‘buy-in’ (Shackleton-Jones, 2019).
It is worth noting however that whilst there is no explicit learning and development strategy currently in place, learning and development is frequently referred to within other strategies, such as their Digital Development Plan, Future of Work Strategy and their Health and Safety corporate procedure (NPTC, 2021a). Mandatory learning seems to be a key priority with stringent processes in place to ensure compliance with national strategies and legislation. It is noted that learning and development approaches tend to be focussed more around these areas, with demand and response for mandatory training at the centre of their priorities. Whilst it is imperative to do so, there seems to be unpredictability in terms of development for example (Harrison & Auluck, 2014).
Furthermore, the absence of a Learning and Development strategy imposes significant risks across employee well-being, organisational efficacy and long-term competiveness. These implications create a surging effect on both individual and organisational performance with Stewart et al (2014) arguing that clear learning needs encourage investment into development of employee skills and capabilities to support overall performance.
Tambay (2024) also stresses that learning and development plays a critical role in driving employee retention, arguing that such a strategy encourages adaptability of skills and knowledge that support the retention of key talent. It could be portrayed that the non-existence of such a strategy has contributed to nearly half of NPTC’s leavers (from 1st April 2024 to 31st December 2024 – total leavers 542). 249 leaving reasons provided during this period could been linked to learning and development concerns (figure 2), emphasising that a clear strategy could support the retention of key talents.

Figure 2 – NPTC leavers – reasons linked to L&D (SAP Business Objects, 2025b).
Hayden (2024) emphasises that managers play a crucial role in people development, highlighting that those given clear leadership expectations to L&D responsibilities will be most effective in developing their teams.
NPTC’s performance appraisal framework lies with managers and sets out clear expectations in roles and responsibilities of both the manager and employee in supporting training and development (NPTC, 2021b). However, such a process is only good when implemented equitably across all services.

3.3	NPTC’s learning culture
There are many definitions that allude to what is considered by the term ‘learning culture’, however, all relate to the same concept that a positive learning culture is one which learning flourishes, whereby there is encouragement and a willingness to learn and improve, which is easily shared and accessible (Shackleton-Jones, 2019, CIPD 2020).
Shackleton-Jones (2019) states that a ‘healthy’ learning culture can improve performance, enhance working experiences and accelerate both innovation and transformation through encouraged and shared learning, 
It is considered that there is a thriving learning culture at NPTC, through a consistent message aiming to promote and encourage learning across the organisation. The LTD team have a dedicated page on the council’s Viva Engage, providing information on any training courses available and also allows employees the opportunity to ask any questions (figure 3). 
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Figure 3 – Learning, Training and Development Viva Engage.
Also, the introduction of a new training hub encourages individual learning and development as well as promoting digital social learning (figure 4). However, it is noted that the implementation of such technology does not necessarily enhance employee ‘buy-in’ and improve learning given that there could be a perceived resistance to new processes. It is unclear whether the LTD team have put measures in place to monitor employee interaction with the new learning hub to ensure that any investment is not wasted (Shakleton-Jones, 2019, Filch, 2023).
The learning hub provides line managers with autonomy, giving them overall consideration of any enrolment of training courses, ensuring that they are relevant to the employee’s job role.
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Figure 4 – NPTC’s new training hub
NPTC is a large public sector organisation with just over 900 leadership roles, with an average of around 18-20 new/promotional managerial appointments made per month (SAP Business Objects, 2025c). It is difficult to establish whether there is a consistent approach from line managers in encouraging learning by supporting employee growth and development.
Evidently, there are flaws in line management responsibilities between directorates, which has led to anomalies in working practices and decision-making processes, exasperating a negative micro cultural environment. With this in mind, it is clear that there is a learning need to develop people knowledge and skills across services, emphasising that influenced learning impacts on organisational performance (Seok-Young et al, 2020).
NPTC’s hierarchy consists of four departments and as stated, it is noted that micro cultures have been formed between these. Alluding to Filch (2023) obstacles, it is evident that there is a lack of support from managers and leaders, given that data highlights that this contributed to the overall number of leavers between April and December 2024 (figure 2). 
Managers play a pivotal role in fostering a positive learning culture through applying meaningful and constructive feedback, permitting employees to take responsibility for identifying any development needs that will increase their motivation and curiosity to learn (Young, 2019). It is unclear whether this approach is being consistently fed through by managers, insinuating that instead is there is a need to skirt around providing constructive (negative) feedback, but instead, focus too strongly on the positives.



4.	Conclusion
Learning and development is fundamental to creating the right culture and work environment for both individuals and businesses to learn and develop. It not only provides understanding of the organisations current and future capabilities, but it supports a learning culture that drives both engagement and continuous professional development (CIPD, no date).
Hayden (2024) emphasises that developing a strategy that takes into account both internal and external environmental factors is core to achieving business goals. Promoting successful learning supports organisational performance, striving to have a workforce with the competencies, skills and knowledge needed.
It is evident that learning and development should be at the forefront for any organisations, with the aim to achieving business success through encouraged learning, performance and productivity (Lancaster, 2020). It is considered that the LTD team is relatively small given the size and diverse workforce at NPTC, arguing the reason for legislative mandatory training being a key priority.  
There is a clear message of intent to support learning through a dedicated LTD section on Viva Engage and the new development of an innovative learning hub. Showing some encouragement towards enhancing learning and development opportunities for all NPTC employees. However, there is ambiguity around the communication of this investment as well as measuring its interaction success rates.
The absence of a formal strategy in a large organisation like NPTC is concerning, given that the development of a strategy was considered a workforce priority over three years ago. It is argued that there is a lack of organisational buy-in, as well as limited resources and time to support its implementation (Filch, 2023).
Managers are crucial in recognising and supporting development and growth through various processes, including performance appraisals (NPTC, 2021b). There is a concern with retention rates due to lack of support from managers, which includes inconsistences in working practices, arguing that learning and development is not resonated equitably across all directorates.   

5.	Recommendations
The following recommendations are made based on the above findings:
· To devise and implement a learning and development strategy that is fit for purpose as promised within the Future of Work Strategy 2022-2027 (NPTC, 2022). A strategy that clearly aligns with the overall business strategy and corporate plan, highlighting how the organisational performance needs will be met through employee development.  

Setting clear expectations of those who have responsibilities for learning, including both individuals and managers and ensuring that any strategy is kept up to date in line with associated policies as a result of changes to the business environment (Hayden, 2024).

Estimated costs – The Learning and Development Team will have to overall responsibility for developing this strategy and given the resources and time to do so. There will need to be clear communication of such a strategy, particularly for those who will be responsible for applying it in practice (Hayden, 2024). There will be associated costs for the Communication and Marketing Team, roughly equating to one day’s work (average £80).

· The creation of ‘Rise and Shine’ - Dazzling People Managers is a mandatory in-house leadership development programme, key to role out to new managers in the first instance. Ensuring that managers understand the organisations policies, procedures and values and apply what they have learnt promptly (Chopra-McGowen, 2022). The aim will be to enrol managers onto this course within three months of their appointment.  
There will be six structured workshops held on a monthly basis, taking into account manager’s limited time (Filch 2023). There will be a blended learning approach – mixed with online and face-to-face workshops, followed by video tutorials to encourage on the job learning. The workshops aim to support peer collaboration as well.
The long term aim is to roll out to existing managers, with consideration will be given to coaching and mentoring.
Estimated costs – Workshops will be facilitated by a Training and Development Officer (TDO), supported by a HR representative and will last around 3-4 hours per sessions. It is estimated that all six workshops will cost around £984   - utilising both TDO and HRs time. 
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Workforce Priority: Knowledge and Skills Development

The development of an Organisational
Development and Training & Development
Strategy that supports the delivery of the
corporate plan.

A competent and motivated workforce that
can deliver on the commitments set out in the
council's corporate plan.

A comprehensive programme of training and
development for all employees, supporting the
delivery of the corporate plan, focusing on the key
priorities set out in the plan and making best use
of the training resources available. The success of
the programme will be measured via the corporate
performance assessment.





