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[bookmark: _Toc184663996]Executive Summary
Swansea Bay University Health Board wishes to be an employer of choice and attract top talent to ensure that it delivers excellent patient outcomes (SBUHB, 2023). Within its people strategy SBUHB states that it wants to attract and recruit the right people at the right time with the right skills. There are significant challenges facing the talent management strategy of SBUHB, including external factors from political, economic and a legal standpoint to internal challenges with culture and recognition. The recommendations from these analyses point to embedding retention initiatives, utilising social media to recruit and reinstating the recognition programs.
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[bookmark: _Toc184663998]Introduction 
Swansea Bay University Health Board (SBUHB) employs over 13500 staff members across seven sites within the footprint of Swansea and Neath Port Talbot (SBUHB, no date). The workforce is predominantly made up of clinical staff and 40% of the workforce profile are in support roles including administrative and clerical services. The majority of the workforce are female and there is an aging workforce, however in the past two years there has been an increase in new entrants to the organisation which has led to a imbalanced skill mix (Mills, N. 2024). This means that SBUHB needs to undertake robust talent management activities to support the development of its existing workforce and attract top talent. 
Talent management means “implementing processes to attract, identify, develop, engage, and retain individuals valuable to an organisation” (CIPD, 2024a). By having a strong talent management strategy it can create “meaningful work and growth opportunities for staff, build diverse teams, strengthen the employee value proposition and create a culture of continuous improvement” (CIPD, 2024a) and within the NHS it has been identified across staffing groups that a lack of talent management has lead to staff not understanding career pathways, a lack of development opportunities and a lack of transparency in recruitment processes has disenfranchised many clinical staff (Cabral, A., Oram, C. and Allum, S. 2019).
Within this paper I will look at the external and internal factors affecting SBUHBs talent management strategy and undertake a critical analysis of the current recruitment, promotion and retention activities.
[bookmark: _Toc184663999]External and Internal Factors affecting Talent Management 
[bookmark: _Toc184664000]External Factors 
[bookmark: _Toc184664001]Political 
With a new labour government (Cracknell, R., Baker, C and Pollock, L. 2024) that came into power in July 2024 and the announcement of the October budget due to come into effect in April 2025 that prioritises “retention over recruitment” (My Healthcare Recruit, 2024) the political landscape affects recruitment activity within health boards. With the Government highlighting that more needs to be done to retain our current workforce rather than release funds to recruit, health boards now need to invest to save with retention activities. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664002]Economic 
With the new budgetary constraints announced, there will be a direct impact on how we can recruit and retain our workforce. The new budget will lead to funding cuts to key services and hiring freezes; this exasperates stress and burnout within the workforce, which leads to increased turnover. Health boards are then unable to backfill substantive posts and workforce instability becomes a factor due to the economic pressures (Cradlefin, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc184664003]Social 
With an ageing population that has more complex needs and a population that expects more out of the NHS, there is significant pressure on the workforce (Iacobucci, G. 2024) to be able to provide a continued high level of care. Additionally, with changing generational differences within the workforce there is an increased expectation on employers to support flexible working practices (Butler, S. 2024). Within the NHS, there are rostering systems in place that do not support creative practices to improve flexible working despite the need to evolve to retain staff (Iacobucci, G. 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc184664004]Technological 
An increase in generative AI, both from candidates utilising the technology to complete applications, to employers using AI to support recruitment processes is an emerging factor SBUHB needs to consider in the recruitment process. Candidates are using AI programs to complete applications which lead to impersonal and generic answers (NHS Employers, 2024), this means that hiring managers need to be adept in identifying AI generated responses. Similarly, when using AI to support recruitment processes whether that be selection and sifting or using AI to streamline hiring process, hiring managers need to be aware that AI can have its own biases that would disadvantage certain characteristics which could hinder applicants (Rigotti, C and Fosch-Villaronga, E. 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc184664005]Legal 
As an employer, SBUHB needs to abide by employment laws such as the National Minimum Wage Act (1998) (Legislation.Gov.UK, 1998). By keeping abreast of changes to employment law, workforce practices need to be updated to reflect changes in the legislation. An example of this is that due to apprenticeships now needing to be paid at national minimum wage (NHS Employers, 2024a) there has been a decrease in departments utilising the apprentice scheme due to the increased cost of labour which means there is a lack of new talent entering the workforce through development opportunities. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664006]Environmental 
The NHS is responsible for 40% of all public sector emissions within England (The Health Foundation, 2019) and there are many schemes now being undertaken to reduce emissions. This includes SBUHB being the first hospital in Wales to utilise solar panels to offset its energy footprint (Swansea Bay NHS News, 2021). This impacts the workforce as the health board now needs to employ environmental specialists to support these initiatives, however as we cannot compete with private sector pay these can be hard to fill roles. 
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[bookmark: _Toc184664008]Organisational Culture 
The organisational culture can greatly influence the retention of staff. With the most recent NHS Wales 2023 survey highlighting that staff feel demotivated and that the culture within the organisation is not one that lives the values of the organisation, it is imperative that if we want to retain our staff, SBUHB must act. With a response rate of only 18.8% and 48% of respondents highlighting they are looking for a new role (Lloyd, J. 2024) this shows that the culture in the organisation is indicative of mistrust and employees reluctant to share their views (McPhearson, J. 2024). If SBUHB does not improve its internal culture, there is a risk that staff will become disengaged and feel a lack of belonging to the organisation. A sense of belonging is crucial to retain staff (Guest, D. 2017), especially in highly complex systems such as the NHS. Without addressing cultural issues, a toxic culture emerges with increased cases of harassment and bullying which leads to staff “seeking new opportunities” (Sylejmani, M. and Mesko, M. 2024), whether that be to a different health board or leaving the NHS completely. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664009]Operational Challenges 
Due to the hiring freeze across many NHS Wales organisation (Brown, S. 2024) because of increased financial difficulties there are many operational challenges. This includes a lack of resources to be able to develop existing staff. When employees are able to access development opportunities such as leadership courses and internal training, they feel more engaged with the organisation (Duffield et al. 2014) and also understand the depth and scope of their role (Yarborough et al. 2017) which leads to higher levels of retention. Due to operational challenges within SBUHB, staff have been able to access external development courses and due to the hiring freezes the internal Learning and Development department has been unable to backfill the substantive posts which means a lack of capacity to deliver in house training to staff leading to extended waiting lists and a poor reputation with the workforce. Although there are significant operational challenges within the system, providing staff with clear development structures is imperative to staff retention (Jena, L. and Nayak, U. 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc184664010]Recognition and Retention 
Within SBUHB there is a lack of staff engagement, as evidenced in the 2023 staff survey results, which leads to increased turnover rates. Employee recognition is not only a motivational tool, but it also supports job satisfaction (Koo et al. 2019) which is key activity to support retention. Within the NHS, it is vital that staff feel appreciated and valued for their roles due to the difficult operating environments that they exist in. Organisations that have a formal recognition program see a 31% reduction in voluntary behaviour and are 12x more likely to have improved business outcomes (NHS Employers, 2022). SBUHB has ceased its recognition programs due to the financial pressure it is currently experiencing and as such, staff have reported feeling demotivated and unsatisfied in their roles. A recent study found that 26% of employee retention is directly correlated with staff recognition activities (Ndiango, S., Gabriel, D. and Changalima, I.A. 2024) and it is expected that as we see increased turnover there will be evidence that it is due to feeling unrecognised within the workplace. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664011]Critical Analysis of SBUHB’s Current Approach
[bookmark: _Toc184664012]Recruitment strategies:
SBUHB has focussed on recruitment in its People Strategy, with a clear link to widening access and facilitating local recruitment. SBUHB has committed itself to ensuring that we recruit the right people, with the right skills at the right time to serve our population (SBUHB, 2023), however as discussed above there is currently a freeze on all administrative and clerical roles within the health board unless they are deemed business critical which puts increase pressure on the current staffing levels as employees are expected to continue to deliver and maintain outputs without the correct resources.
Current strengths of the recruitment strategy within SBUHB is that there are strong links with university partners including Swansea University (Swansea University, no date) and Gower College (Swansea Bay University Health Board News, 2023) which allows us to build employer brand with prospective students, engage with the training providers to influence courses so that future recruits enter the organisation with the right skills and it also supports development of our current staff by utilising the development programs being run in the partner organisations. Another strength of SBUHB recruitment strategy is the success the organisation has 	achieved with the overseas recruitment of nursing staff. In 2021, it was established that SBUHB was running at a critical level of its nursing workforce and was severely under established in acute settings such as the ITU, Theatres and the Emergency Department. The overseas recruitment team was established to meet the nursing shortage and as of 2024, there have been over 750 overseas nurses recruited and the current nursing workforce is now stable and even over established in areas (Swansea Bay University Health Board News, 2023a).
Although, due to limited resources within the recruitment team there is significant lack of targeted marketing to support the recruitment strategy within SBUHB. Recruitment marketing is vital to support employer brand and to ensure that we attract top talent to the organisation. By having a successful recruitment marketing campaign, it can pique the interests of future applicants and highlight what SBUHB has to offer for any job applicants (Patel, K. 2022). The NHS also uses the TRAC system for job applicants which can be lengthy and confusing to those who have not used the system before. By having a clunky recruitment system this can negatively impact on recruiting top talent and disadvantage those who are not digitally inept. The TRAC system has a KPI of 72 days for time to hire and within SBUHB this averages at about 52 days from initial advert to the person being sent the job offer, however this lengthy process can negatively impact recruitment with candidates losing interest in the post, the negative impact to the employer brand and the increased pressure on resources whilst waiting for a new hire to start (Adeola, R. 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc184664013]Promotion:
Within SBUHB there is a lack of career progression pathways across all staff groups. Career pathways are important tools to highlight to staff the skills and knowledge needed and the various routes to different careers within the organisation, it highlights to staff that the organisation is clear in its development intentions and wants to invest in its workforce for the future (Strikwerda, L. 2024). Within the Health Education Improvement Wales Nurse Retention Plan, career pathways are a key action to be delivered to support the retention of nursing staff (HEIW, 2023). By implementing these pathways staff also become more engaged with the organisation and can see peers are role models who have successfully completed pathways, and it also promotes a culture of learning and continuous improvement (Bernhardt, L. et al. 2023) which ultimately improves patient outcomes.
SBUHB has prided itself on its successful leadership programs (Swansea Bay University Health Board News, 2023b) and celebrated staff from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic backgrounds completing leadership development initiatives (Swansea Bay University Health Board News, 2023c) however, this has not translated into staff from diverse backgrounds accessing senior roles. In the 2024 Welsh Race Equality Standard Report, it was found that there was a 5.88% deficit in board representation of those from a diverse background, a 1.75x increase in white applicants being appointed compared to those from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic background and in senior roles (8a and above) over 95% are made up of white individuals (WRES, 2024). This highlights that there is a clear lack of promotion activity for those who identify as Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic and creates a poor reputation for the health board especially with the good news stories that are published around the work in leadership development. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664014]Retention:
Each health board across NHS Wales received funding to appoint a retention lead to deliver the HEIW Nurse retention plan (HEIW, 2023). In Swansea Bay, the retention lead took up post in April 2024, the overall organisation turnover across all staff groups was 11.16% and within nursing this was 8.6%. By utilising retention plans including working with hot spot areas to create meaningful bespoke retention tools, working with HR Business Partners to understand the needs of the workforce within those areas and creating a pick and mix approach for managers there has been a significant decrease in turnover with SBUHB currently seeing organisational turnover at 10.6% and nursing turnover at 7.08% (Mills, N. 2024).  The current workforce is stable as healthy turnover for an organisation of the size of SBUHB is 28% (CIPD, 2024) and some turnover is healthy, we do not want a stagnant workforce. 
Although there have been challenges to retention activities such as the administration and clerical hiring freeze which has increased sickness amongst admin staff as they are doing more work with less resource leading to increased burnout (Mills, N. 2024) and the difficulty in implementing flexible working practices across the organisation. Many clinical departments struggle to accommodate flexible working requests due to the needs of the service and that antiquated rostering systems hinder flexible working practices due to the system not allowing manual changes to shift patterns. This has led staff to become disengaged with the flexible working practices that are currently being promoted as a key retention activity (Mills, N 2024a).
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In conclusion, there is a large amount of activity currently being undertaken within Swansea Bay University Health Board to support talent management activities from recruitment of overseas nurses and embedding recruitment as a key priority within the People Strategy. However talent management still face significant challenges due to limited resources and capacity within the recruitment teams, the length and complexity of the recruitment TRAC system which further hinders the attractiveness of the organisation to be an employer of choice. The career pathways across the organisation are severely underdeveloped which leads to staff feeling disengaged and demotivated and career progression opportunities for staff from a Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic background are brutally underrepresented leading to a lack of diversity at a senior level within the organisation. Although retention activities have seen a positive reduction in turnover, continued challenges with burnout and difficulties in implementing the flexible working practices have had a collective strain on workforce morale and hinder the health boards ability to maintain an engaged workforce through its talent management streams. 
Swansea Bay has also ceased to take action from the external and internal factors that affect talent management activities such as the political and economic strain on the workforce in addition to the internal factors such as organisational culture and a lack of recognition programs. This has cumulated in a burn out, disengaged and demotivated workforce. 
[bookmark: _Toc184664016]Recommendations
i. The first recommendation is to fund the retention lead as a permanent position. Currently the retention lead is on a fixed term basis of 24 months with funding being received from Health Education and Improvement Wales. The cost to fund the retention lead as a substantive post would be circa £57,295pa rising to £61,412 after two years due to the incremental increase (Nursing Notes, 2024). The impact of having a dedicated retention lead has already been shown by a 1% decrease in organisational turnover since April 2024 – November 2024 and a 1.08% decrease in Nursing turnover within that same period. The net saving from retaining these staff is in excess of 400k. This is due to the average cost to replace and rehire a nurse is £12,000 (NHS SBS, no date.) by utilising the retention lead to collate, communicate and support retention interventions to spread and scale across the organisation the organisation will not only retain skilled staff but also see a reduction in agency and bank staff which would result in cost savings for the organisation. 
ii. The second recommendation for SBUHB is to improve the utilisation of digital platforms to attract and recruit staff. As previously stated, SBUHB already has a presence on platforms such as LinkedIn, Facebook and X (formerly Twitter), however there has been a decrease in the number of posts engaging users and promoting job openings. There is a war for talent (Keller, S. 2017) and health boards are in competition with each other to recruit staff, by using online platforms to highlight good news stories, what the organisation can offer staff and posting current vacancies can be a cost effective and “beneficial way for the organisation to attract applicants” (Ladkin, A and Buhalis, D. 2016). As SBUHB already has social media accounts and access to the platforms there would be no increased cost to begin posting regularly job updates on these sites, there would however be an opportunity cost to the person responsible for uploading these adverts as the time may be already utilised in a different activity. An online platform that SBUHB currently does not utilise or maintain is Glassdoor. By actively responding to insights and feedback shared on this site it highlights how SBUHB is a transparent employer, and this would allow potential applicants to have a flavour of the organisations culture and employment practices before applying (Dube, S and Zhu, C. 2021).
iii. The third recommendation for SBUHB is to introduce a talent management system within the organisation. By creating a model to “grow our own” and identify and develop individuals the organisation not only engages and motivates employees (Zauderer, D and Zaplin, R. 2015), it attracts new talent as it highlights that the organisation takes an active interest in the development of its people (Morgan, J. 2014) and it also works as a retention tool (Fisher, N et al. 2022). An effective talent management system could be introduced to the already established Personal Appraisal process, by introducing prompts for managers to ask questions during this process, such as “what are your career goals” and “what development do you need”, managers can ascertain individuals who are looking to progress. The personal appraisals are already captured on an electronic system and by introducing these questions, responses can be captured and inputted to understand the skill mix across the organisation and create an internal pool of talent that hiring managers can access to assess if there are any internal applicants that would be applicable to apply for new posts and promotions. There would be a cost to this which would include updating the already existing online system that captures appraisal details and this would need to be done at an all Wales level (cost in excess of £20,000) additionally, there would be the cost of upskilling managers to effectively undertake these appraisals and ensure that the questions are being asked in a meaningful way. The cost of training would include a band 7 facilitator, which already would be in post, however there would be the opportunity cost of implementing this and not being able to resource an ongoing activity. Additionally, there would be the cost of all managers who undertake appraisals to attend training to upskill in talent management activity. This would be a cost to the organisation as managers would need to leave their workload to attend training and the associated costs of loss of productivity during this activity. 
iv. The final recommendation for SBUHB is to bolster its recognition program. Due to the NHS being in the public sector, wages are lower than private industry (Reuben, A. 2022) and to attract and retain talent, the organisation needs to implement a robust recognition program. A lack of recognition within the health care organisation has a direct correlation to higher turnover (Cain, Q. 2017) as staff feel underappreciated for the work they undertake and recognition was the “strongest influencing factor on job satisfaction for nursing staff…40% of nurses being satisfied in their role [with a recognition program]…and having a strong recognition program lead to 17% decrease in nurses intent to leave the organisation” (Duffield et al. 2017). By implementing even small gestures of recognition such as coffee vouchers for a job well done, verbal praise and peer recognition (Schilling, B. 2008) (Leurer et al. 2007) would positively impact staff retention. The organisation should also reintroduce formal staff recognition programs that have been ceased due to the financial position of the health board. By having formal recognition programs it gives a clear message that staff will be recognised for their contributions and commitment to patient care and excellence. There would be a cost associated with these programs including a Band 5 recognition program manager, cost of circa £30,420pa (Nursing Notes, 2024), the cost of coffee vouchers (1 x  canteen coffee voucher per quarter for each employee – canteen coffee/tea = £1.50, 13,500 employees = £20,250 per quarter x 4 = £81,000 per annum) and the cost of formal recognition events (circa £35,000 per annum). Although these costs may seem high, as demonstrated above the cost of rehiring a new nurse is in excess of £12,000 per post and if we have already seen a £400k saving from retaining staff by utilising the savings to invest in recognition we will only see an increase in staff retention and satisfaction. 
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