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1. Overview of Neath Port Talbot Council (NPTCBC)
NPTCBC is a public sector organisation established in 1996, following local government reorganisation.  The council employs nearly 6.400 employees (NPTCBC, 2023a) and is led by members and accountable to the Welsh Government and the public, communities, which live within the borough.  
As a Local Authority, NPTCBC offers a wide range of public services across four directorates comprising of a divisional hierarchy: Corporate and Strategy Services; Social Services, Health and Housing; Education, Leisure and Lifelong Learning and Environment and Regeneration. There are a diverse mix of roles across all directorates, from business and administrative roles to highly skilled roles such as accountants and architects (ONS, 2019).
Main civic offices are situated within Neath, Port Talbot and the Quays/Service Response Centre, situated in Briton Ferry. In addition, there are currently around 95 buildings that council staff occupy across the breadth of the borough, which includes school premises. 

2. Introduction
2.1	Aims
The purpose of this briefing paper is to critically analyse the organisational culture within NPTCBC and provide three purposeful recommendations for improvement to be considered by the Senior Management Team. 

3. Findings
3.1	What is culture?
Tipuric (2022) defines culture as “a complex set of institutions, values, perceptions, learned thinking patterns, opinions, behaviours, and practices that form the life of a group of people; it paints a picture of its heritage and history; it outlines the space in which the group exists, and it gives sense of its existence in time”
Although there is no widely-accepted definition for organisational culture, many academics construed that it is the shared beliefs, habits, attitudes, expectations and norms that influence the way in which employees think, feel and behave towards others, both inside and outside of an organisation that creates its culture. It can also dictate the way in which an organisation interrelates with the outside world and conducts business (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2019; Young, 2023).
Often referred to as the organisations ‘personality’ and ‘corporate culture’, Balogun and Johnson (2004) accentuate organisational culture as “the way we do things around here” – influential on how the organisation set rules, the structure, as well as their choice of individuals when recruiting. 
Culture is ultimately grounded upon expected norms and are the underlying conscious and unconscious behaviours and processes that robustly inspire the emotions and thoughts of the workforce. Furthermore, culture is considered to develop over time, influenced by key factors that contribute to shaping its corporate culture. These include the organisation’s history, size, location, leadership and management, as well as the environment (Byrne, no date; Mullins, 2019).

3.2	Why is organisational culture important?
Although culture is rarely discussed in the workplace, it is always there in the background determining how work is done on a daily basis. Walker (2021) emphasises that a positive culture not only creates happier employees, but enhances business performance. Workplace culture attracts the right talent and is a key driver for productivity. 
Levine (2019) argues that culture expresses what organisations value and how employees interact to achieve their objectives. Whilst organisations tend to continually focus on their strategy which is central to business operations, an excellent business strategy is worthless without the culture to implement it. 
Crucially, senior management must create and manage a vigorous culture that supports the effective implementation of its business strategy. This can be achieved by listening and engaging with the workforce, attracting and retaining the best talent and relentless strategic communications (Carvalho et al, 2017). 
In the words of management consultant and author, Peter Drucker, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” highlighting that the true success is having a happy and engaged workforce to accomplish organisational goals (Bohanda, 2024).
The right culture can be pivotal to the success of an organisation’s strategy, influencing performance and effectiveness, providing direction, shaping the employer brand/image and aids to attract, motivate and retain its workforce. Whilst the wrong culture could lead to poor performance or even complete failure (Hofstede Insights, no date).
Mukhopadhyay et al (2021) state that aside from effectual leadership, strategy and business ethics, organisational culture can characteristically distinguish a highly successful and well-established organisation from others and boost competitive advantage. 
An organisations success clearly resonates with its people with culture setting a precedent for people’s attitudes and behaviours at work. Having shared core values as well as employee voice, not only applies confidence in the work undertaken, but applies motivation and inspiration for an employee to achieve their best. (Morgan, 2022; Mullins, 2019).


3.3	Critical analysis – NPTCBC culture
Fundamental to the success of an organisation is a diagnosis of its culture and its ability to adapt to change. There are several models that seek to explain the principles underpinning organisational culture, with the most-regarded theories established by Hardy, Hofstede and Schein. Organisations can use cultural models to help define, shape and influence their culture (Mullins, 2019; Personnel Today, 2023).

3.3.1	Schein’s three levels of culture
Developed in 1980, Schein’s multi-tiered model (figure 1) is a widely accepted framework which considers organisational culture in three levels known as the artefacts and behaviours, values and basic assumptions. Although, the model is considered insipid in its appearance, it is argued that a defining characteristic of the model is its simplistic, yet important distinctions between each layer that define organisational culture (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2019; Hogan et al, 2014).
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Figure 1: Edgar Schein’s model of organisational culture (Minute Tools Content Team, 2022)
Habitually illustrated as an ‘iceberg’, the model insinuates that whilst some cultural aspects of an organisation are discernible, such as the artefacts and behaviours, some are hidden and can be difficult to interpret. Especially for outsiders or even those new to an organisation (Schein, 2016).
The tool helps understand and support shaping an organisations culture by encouraging deep thinking by breaking down culture into three levels, it is argued that cultural interpretations can differ which can obscure the model’s relevance. Despite the model being viewed as clear and concrete when it comes to analysing an organisations culture, there is very little empirical research to support this and the question remains whether the framework is fit for purpose given that organisational culture has evolved since the model’s introduction in 1980 (Denis G, 2022; Shidharan, 2022)

3.3.2	Artefacts and behaviours
Schein’s first level of organisational culture, often recognised as the ‘surface manifestations’, refers to the visible artefacts and behaviours that a culture produces. It is arguably cultures most accessible forms which are visible and distinctive behaviour patterns and objects which can be regularly observed by an organisation’s employees and customers (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2019).
Artefacts known as the evident representations of an organisation’s culture often includes dress code, workspace, rituals and symbols; whereas behaviours refer to the individual and collective norms and expectations, such as communication, decision-making processes as well as perceived patterns (Hogan et al, 2014; Shidharan, 2022).
Prior to the unprecedented events of COVID-19, NPTCBC was operating in a very different environment, with over 65% of its workforce office based, with these now considered hybrid workers (SAP Business Objects, 2024). It is evident that there has been a shift in both artefacts and behaviours post pandemic through emphasis on the implementation of a hybrid working framework. 
According to McCartney (2022), hybrid working has boosted work-life balance, improved business flexibility as well as enhancing employee satisfaction and wellbeing. Whilst it is argued that an increase in flexible working arrangements has seen a positive change in mindsets and cultural norms for organisations, it is worth noting that such arrangements are not always fit for purpose depending on the service/job requirements (Cassidy, 2023).
CIPD (2023a) Good Work Index survey also highlights that most workers in Wales are maintaining a good work-life balance through flexible working arrangements. Flexibility was a key focus in the implementation of NPTCBC’s hybrid working framework (NPTCBC, 2021).
Remote working does come with its flaws with NPTCBC seeing an increase in dignity at work cases related to difficulties with gauging boundaries when it comes to ‘office’ banter. Personalities can be difficult to observe with reduced office presence amongst colleagues and teams, especially for new employees to an organisation who have no understanding of the individual and collaborative culture. Influential to leadership effectiveness is not only setting expectations with regards to the organisations history and values, but, gaining an understanding of individuals’ personality traits to adapt to service requirements through applying the ‘five-factor model of personality’ (Korotov, 2021; Seibert and DeGeest, 2015) (Figure 2)
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Figure 2: Five-factor model of personality (Lim, A. Simply Psychology, 2023)

Mullins (2019) argues that pivotal to ethical behaviour is understanding personalities in any work situation, with stress and discontentment often resulting from personality clashes. Leaders play a key role in managing behaviour and relationships effectively.

3.3.3	Values
Schein (2016) refers to the second level of organisational culture being values. Values differentiate organisations and provide shared direction through accrued beliefs held relating to how work should be done as well as how situations are dealt with; these guide employee behaviours. Buchanan and Huczynski (2019) emphasise that values can be consciously or unconsciously thought and quite often unexpressed but are summarised:
· “Represent something that is explicitly or implicitly desirable to an individual or group”.
· “Influence employees’ choices from available means and ends of action”.
· “Reflect their beliefs as to what is right and wrong, or specify their general preferences”.
Gleeson (2021) defines values as the ‘bedrock’ of a businesses’ existence which authentically outlines how employees should operate, behave and interact on a daily basis. Such values should be promoted at every turn and embedded within processes and regularly communicated. Hargrove (2022) reiterates that “employees will not believe a message until they’ve heard it repeated”, emphasising that poorly communicated values can poison an organisations’ culture. 
NPTCBC (2023b) slogan is ‘One Team, One Council’ which sets their purpose, vision and values (figure 3) identifying key priorities in serving the communities of Neath Port Talbot. It is argued that employees are not alluded to such values, meaning they are either unfamiliar or even unaware of their existence. An induction process has been reliant on managers to undertake post pandemic, which argues the point on whether this process is followed and whether there is consistency across services in its approach. 
NPTCBC is a large organisation comprising of four departments and it is argued that micro cultures have been formed across departments, each creating their own distinct culture and norms. HR has always been tasked with managing flaws, with a lack of consistency approach across services when applying policies and procedures which has become the expected ‘norm’ and has been deemed to have a negative effect with inconsistencies on decision-making. 
Although, Schein (2016) emphasises that the “culture of an organisation exists within small teams or sets of people within an organisation”, departmental silos have established difficulties in collaboration/teamwork – terms which are incorporated in both Schein’s model and NPTCBCs values. 
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Figure 3: NPTCBC’s purpose, vision and values (NPTCBC, 2023b)

3.3.4	Basic assumptions
The third and deepest level of Schein’s model relates to basic assumptions referred to by Buchanan and Huczynski (2019) as the ‘taken-for-granted’ understandings that individuals concern with human behaviour. Often the most difficult to grasp, such assumptions tend to evolve over time based on observations which are regarded as the best way to do things within an organisation (Coghlan, 2021).
One assumption that has developed into a workplace phenomenon is presenteeism, where working has taken priority over self-care. CIPD (2023b) Health and Wellbeing at Work report highlights an increase in presenteeism, despite rising flexibility benefits. Referred to as the ‘always on’ culture, boundaries between home and work life can be ‘blurred’, creating difficulties for employees to switch off.
Suff (2021) states that unmanageable workloads can contribute to presenteeism, with emphasis on organisations in addressing issues seen to create a culture where employees feel they must work when unwell. Regular assessment of workloads and ensuring that set expectations are reasonable is pivotal. Onus must be on managers to not only act as good roles models, but adapt healthy work practices through development of norms such as taking breaks and encouraging time off through illness.
NPTCBC has seen an increase in presenteeism since hybrid working arrangements, many arguing that this has developed from ‘expectations’ with managers tending to  opt to work despite being unwell. There is a clear guidance on surface level wellbeing within the hybrid working framework (NPTCBC, 2021a), which relates to isolation concerns. However, more emphasis now needs to be alluded to overall wellbeing post-pandemic.
It is evident that presenteeism could be a key factor based on the recent CIPD (2023a) Good Work Index report which identified the negative effects of work felt by those in the public sector, relating to excessive pressure, exhaustion and extensive workloads. 

3.4	Strategic analysis
NPTCBC (2022a) service recovery plan 2022-2025 highlights the key priorities and outcomes to be delivered, including providing ‘good work’. As identified within the CIPD (2023a) Good Work Index report, job quality is characterised into seven dimensions. 
Fairly rewarded
The impact of COVID-19 meant that many organisations had to pause their recruitment strategies, whilst NPTCBC launched immediate recruitment campaigns to cope with exceptional demands across their services. This created an opportunity to focus on rebranding and reviewing current benefits to compete in the market, something that the council has been out of touch with on the basis of prioritising internal recruitment (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021; NPTCBC, 2021b). 
Pay is a notable factor in staff turnover and is set across the public sector, mainly by the National Joint Committee (NJC) for Local Government Services and a key factor in discontentment across public sector workers (CIPD, 2023a).
Pay is a difficult market to compete in, with NPTCBC reliant on the promotion of benefits including the car benefit and cycle to work scheme, as well as increased annual leave entitlement (NPTCBC, 2023c).
Work-life balance
The enhancement of benefits such as hybrid working arrangements and contractual workstyles (NPTCBC, 2021a) has boosted employee commitment, however, this is not accessible to all employees due to specific job requirements and customer service demand. This is said to have created a ‘them’ and ‘us’ culture divide for hybrid and non-hybrid workers. 
NPTCBC (2022b) Future of Work Strategy highlights the importance of good work-life balance with flexible working opportunities accessible to all employees subject to business service requirements. There has been an increase in requests by 30% in the last two years, which correlates with the (CIPD, 2023a) report highlighting the advantage of flexible working arrangements on good work-life balance (SAP Business Objects, 2024).

4.  Conclusion
Mullins (2019) argues that the use of Schein’s model will support the diagnosis of organisational culture to provide recommendations for improvement within NPTCBC. 
Whilst it is difficult to fully establish the overall culture due to the size of the organisation, there are clear cultural trends that evidence strong micro cultures amongst the four directorates. Although, Schein (2016) argues that the ‘culture of an organisation exists within small teams or sets of people within an organisation”, this approach that is creating a clear divide across services through the identification of inconsistencies in both management styles and decision-making processes. 
There is no evidence to suggest that employees are engaged in the council’s vision and values, something that Hargrove (2022) stresses should be repeated to employees to avoid creating a poisoned culture. After all, without an understanding of the organisational values, how can they corroborate their motto ‘One Team, One Council’! New employees need to not only have clear direction through an understanding of their values and visions, but also an awareness of applied behaviours from the onset. These set of expectations are currently relied within line manager’s responsibilities through an adoption of their own induction process. A process that is not currently mandatory or consistently lead between directorates.  
Cassidy (2023) argues that a lack of collaboration has been heightened since the introduction of remote working – with emphasise on managers in ensuring that employees are made to feel part of a team during lone working. Whilst hybrid working has created good work-life balance, it has comes with challenges, including an increase in presenteeism, leading to a fear of burnout through excessive workloads. 
Whilst it is apparent that the council is supporting job quality as highlighted in the CIPD (2023a) Good Work Index report, they are also faced with limitations and challenges being a public sector organisation which includes pay. The report evidences concerns amongst public sector workers, particularly in regards to discontent and negative effects of work on wellbeing. It could be argued that discontentment stems from the council’s lack of engagement with employees notably during the onboarding process, with Tsipursky (2023) stating that such a process can support employees in adapting to their new work environment, incorporate into the organisation’s culture and become effective performers. 
Evidently, there are flaws in line management responsibilities between directorates, which has led to irregularities in decision-making and leadership, contributing to a micro cultural environment. That said, micro cultures can have a positive effect and is considered to promote employee wellbeing with small networking group, enhancing employee voice allowing individuals to feel heard and respected (Walker, 2021).

5.  Recommendations
The following recommendations are made based on the above analysis and set in order of priority:
· Corporate induction programme
The re-implementation of the corporate induction programme will enhance new employee’s onboarding experience, highlighting set expectations and behaviours within the council, Representatives from each directorate will provide an overview of the services as well as insight into the overall council strategy. This will provide a better understanding of each directorate and their services to assist with interlinkage on working practices to establish the ‘One Team, One Council’ motto. The implementation of an induction checklist for managers to adopt will ensure that employees will receive a consistent approach from all line managers.

McCartney (2023) emphasising that an effective induction process is pivotal for both employees and employers. Through a well-designed programme employers can reduce staff turnover and absenteeism, whist employees can gain an understanding of the organisation and enhance job satisfaction.

Cost – exact cost is unknown as it will depend on which representatives will attend the induction programme and will be equivalent to a day’s salary. 

· Council’s vision and values 
Embedding the council’s vision and values into one-to-one meetings as well as annual appraisals will ensure that employees are fully understandable and how these incorporate into their job role to enhance workplace performance as well as expected behaviours.

Cost – There will be very little costs associated with the above recommendation, as these meetings are already implemented across services in line with the council’s performance management framework (NPTCBC, 2020). There could be a surplus charge for time taken to internally communicate changes to managers using the council’s communication and marketing team.

· Introduce HR surgeries
The introduction of HR surgeries will provide accountable managers with applied time to meet with their designated HR representative. This will be allocated on a monthly basis, to be reviewed. This will provide managers with invaluable information and allow them to discuss any HR related queries and promote policies and practices to ensure there is a consistent approach in management decision-making across the four directorates.

Cost - HR Officers providing advice across each of the four directorates will spend one hour per month on an interim basis to support accountable managers. 4 x £19.81 per hour = £79.24 per month. 
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