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Abstract
This research project focuses on turnover and retention within a global manufacturer – Wall Colmonoy Ltd (WCL), located in a South Wales Valley. The focus of this research will be to analyse if COVID-19 has impacted workforce retention and been the catalyst for a change in working practices. 
Data collection will focus on the impact of COVID-19 and other economic and internal determinants which could positively or negatively impact employee retention. Primary data will be collected through structured interviews and be underpinned and informed with Exit Interview data, Turnover data, and published articles. 
Outcomes of this research highlighted that while COVID-19 did impact the wider workforce, its effects on WCL were limited due to the hands on, industrial nature of the manufacturing industry. The pandemic did influence those at WCL who could work remotely with employees highlighting the move to hybrid working post pandemic being a positive step change and an element they valued in their work environment. 
Economic determinants, including the Cost-of-Living Crisis and National Living Wage increase (NLW) had a wider impact on employee thought and behaviours at WCL (Hays, 2023; Reed, 2024).  However, a previous concern from Exit Interviews, that shift patterns could be a factor for turnover was unfounded with employees happy and accepting of this as part of their role.
Locality and People were also identified as a positive determinant for employee retention and could explain why there is a lower turnover at WCL compared to other manufacturing companies (Mitchell et al, 2001). 69% of WCL employees currently live within an 8-mile radius of site (WCL, 2024c) and 33% of employees have a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c). 
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[bookmark: _Toc157182059][bookmark: _Toc165555507]1.Introduction
Employees are valuable assets to an organisation, with organisations needing to place a focus on retaining their skilled employees (Kossivi et al, 2016). ‘Employee retention focuses on keeping or encouraging employees to remain in an organisation for as long as possible’ (Kossivi et al, 2016), due to the ramifications on an organisation if crucial employees are attracted elsewhere.
Gartner (2021) predicted that employee turnover will be ‘50-75% higher than organisations have previously experienced’, with 2021 marking the start of the Great Resignation and high labour attrition trends. While Gartner (2021) stated that the labour market was a ‘phenomenon unique to the times’.  Even in 2024, the UK labour market remains dynamic, with recruiting and retaining the right skillsets difficult for UK organisations (XpertHR, 2023; MAKE UK, 2023c). 
[bookmark: _Hlk164885412]The aim of this research project is to analyse if COVID-19 has impacted retention in the workforce and identify determinants which influence employee retention. This research will use structured employee interviews, to indicate how Wall Colmonoy (WCL) have retained employees and identify factors that could influence these employees to leave.  
Clear and specific objectives will ensure the aim of this research is achieved. The objectives for this research project will be:
1. To analyse if COVID-19 has impacted workforce retention and been the catalyst for a change in working practices across industries. 
2. To collect primary data from WCL employees through structured interviews.   
3. To utilise reflexive thematic analysis on the primary data collected to synthesis retention themes and pattens. 
4. Examine which determinants could positively impact retention at Wall Colmonoy.
5. To make recommendations on how WCL could increase retention.
Research is defined as an investigation which can contribute to knowledge or understanding of a particular field (Myers, 2020). This research will be an exploratory study which will involve studying the current situation to gain insights and understand causal relationships between variables (Saunders et al, 2019; Saunders et al, 2023).
The rationale for this research is to understand the extent of the retention issue affecting WCL and the wider manufacturing industry within South Wales. This research will utilise primary data through interviews and unpublished WCL data, which will be underpinned by secondary data and published articles (Myers, 2020). 
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc157182060][bookmark: _Toc165555508]Wall Colmonoy (WCL) Company Profile
Wall Colmonoy Ltd is based in Pontardawe, Swansea and forms part of the wider Wall Colmonoy Corporation (An American family-owned corporation) (WCL, 2024a).
Wall Colmonoy (WCL) on its website describes itself as:  
A leading global materials engineering group of companies engaged in the manufacturing of Colmonoy® surfacing and Nicrobraz® brazing products, precision castings, coatings, and engineered components across aerospace, automotive, glass container, oil & gas, mining, energy, and other industrial sectors (WCL, 2024a). 
WCL’s business is complex with two different Business Units fulfilling customer needs (WCL, 2024a). Each WCL product is uniquely developed, and its chemistry varied dependent on a client’s specification (WCL, 2024a).  
WCL has been based in Pontardawe since 1969 (WCL, 2024b) and has a strong link with the local community, with 69% of WCL employees living within an 8-mile radius of site and 33% having a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c).
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc157182061][bookmark: _Hlk163758462][bookmark: _Toc165555509]The UK Labour Market
The UK labour market has been dynamic over the past year (XpertHR, 2023), with the estimated number of vacancies in the UK during the last quarter of 2023, falling by 49,000 to 934,000 (ONS, 2024), However, while there has been a drop in the number of vacancies month-on-month for the last 18 months, vacancies remain above pre-pandemic levels (CIPD, 2024b). 
The UK Labour market remains tight, with the ONS (2023) stating that ‘the number of available job vacancies are high, relative to the number of unemployed people’. MAKE UK (2023b) state there has been significant change from organisations having the people with the right skills, to solely having enough people.
Voluntary labour turnover rate across the UK for the 12 months prior to July 2023 was 13.8% (XpertHR, 2023). However, smaller organisations (up to 250 employees), like WCL (who currently have a headcount of 194 employees) experience the highest voluntary turnover rates (XpertHR, 2023; WCL, 2024d). 
1.2.1 Neath Port Talbot Labour Market 	
To place perspective on the labour market WCL operates within. The employment rate in Neath Port Talbot for people aged 16-64 years was 72.1% in the year ending September 2023, this is lower than across Wales during the same period where 74.1% of people were employed (ONS, 2024b). 
Economic inactivity is the number of people neither employed nor seeking employment (ONS, 2024b). Neath Port Talbot’s latest economic inactivity rate is 24.6% for ages 16-64, higher than the UK average of 20.8% (ONS, 2024b).  
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc165555510]Employee Retention
The CIPD (2023b) states employee retention relates to the number of retained employees within an organisation. 
Economic uncertainty impacts the retention of employees across organisations worldwide (Kundu and Lata, 2017), with studies from 2019 indicating that by 2024 global turnover rates will increase from 20.6% to 23.4% (Narayanan et al, 2019). Hard-to-fill vacancies are still prevalent across the UK economy (CIPD, 2023a), with skills shortages remaining a key challenge (Hays,2023). 
Strack (2014) suggested a global workforce crisis would ensue by 2030, with the labour market being altered further in the interim period by COVID-19 and the subsequent ‘Great Resignation’ (Personio, 2024). While Strack (2014) made this prediction in 2014, McKinsey’s recent research (2023) ‘found 40% of the European workforce need to acquire new skills by 2030’ (McKinsey, 2023).
Retention strategies have now become integral to organisational strategy, particularly within the manufacturing sector (CIPD, 2020). This is reinforced by the CIPD (2023a) whose research highlighted that 54% of organisations within manufacturing report hard-to-fill vacancies, higher than the average private sector figure of 43%. This is a concern for WCL who operates in a unique manufacturing setting.  
When analysing why individuals leave an organisation, factors can usually be placed into four categories - Push factors, Pull factors, Unavoidable, and Involuntary turnover (Taylor, 2021). ‘Push’ and ‘Pull’ factors are crucial to understanding employee turnover (Taylor, 2021). 
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc157182063][bookmark: _Toc165555511]COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruption to employees, organisations, and communities, with the degree of disruption ranging from person-to-person (Emmett et al., 2020). Employee perception of the COVID-19 pandemic is an important variable, with this centred on how employees felt during the pandemic, along with their work conditions and environment (Mun et al., 2022). 
A lot of current research of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been focused on the healthcare sector, which while understandable, does leave an unbalanced perspective, as the COVID-19 Pandemic affected employees and organisations from every industry (Sigahi et al., 2021; Bolino, 2024).  
This has left research opportunities into other industries and sectors to ascertain if or to what extent did COVID-19 create uncertainty, resource issues, affect employee mental health and performance (Sigahi et al., 2021; Bolino, 2024).  
The manufacturing sector in Wales employs 150,000 people nationally and contributes over 16% to Wales’s economic output (Welsh Government, 2023), so further insight into the effects on this sector would be highly beneficial. 
This research aims to provide insight into the current labour market, determinants of turnover and retention, along with highlighting the impact of COVID-19 on a heavy industry manufacturer – WCL, based in South Wales. Understanding of the wider influencing factors from an employee standpoint could be highly beneficial to WCL business continuity and ensure sustainable long-term success.
[bookmark: _Toc165555512]2.  WCL’s Employee Turnover 

Employee turnover is the proportion of employees who leave an organisation both voluntary and involuntary over a specific period (CIPD, 2023b). WCL, measure overall turnover rates on a monthly and yearly basis, which are presented as a percentage of the overall employee totals (CIPD, 2023b). 
The formula used for monitoring employee turnover monthly/yearly in WCL is from the CIPD (2023b):
Total employee leavers 
Average number of employees                    x 100
[image: A graph showing the number of employees in the company

Description automatically generated]WCL’s employee turnover prior to 2022 was on average 9%, with WCL’s turnover rate rising dramatically to 19.3% during 2022, and 13.9% in 2023 (WCL, 2024d). A graph of WCL turnover from 2017 can be found in Figure 1. 
[bookmark: _Hlk156835261][bookmark: _Hlk157161874]Figure 1 – Yearly WCL Turnover Percentages 2017-2023 (WCL, 2024d).
WCL’s turnover is still below the average turnover in manufacturing, which was 20.75% in 2022, 25% in 2021 and 17.6% in 2020 (Make UK, 2023a). However, while WCL’s turnover peaks and troughs fell in line with the wider manufacturing sector, WCL challenges itself to be better than the average, with internal WCL targets set far below the manufacturing average (WCL, 2024d). A comparison between WCL employee turnover and the manufacturing average can be found in Figure 2. 
[image: ]
Figure 2 –Turnover Percentage – WCL Vs Manufacturing Average 2020-2022 (WCL, 2024d; Make UK, 2023a).
The monitoring of employee turnover has been a powerful tool for WCL as it has allowed employee turnover patterns to be highlighted and explored (CIPD, 2023b). Whilst in a tight labour market an uplift in turnover is to be expected, between 2021 to 2022, the turnover rate increased by 11.3% (WCL, 2024d). With a further change emerging in late 2022 and into 2023, where Indirect/Support function leavers surpassed Direct/Production leavers (WCL, 2024d). In 2023, 57% of WCL leavers were Indirect/Support function employees, meaning WCL are losing niche skillsets which are more difficult and costly to replace. 
Losing niche employees who possess expertise and organisational knowledge, is extremely costly and disruptive (Gelencsér et al, 2023). The typical costs of replacing these employees is 1.5 – 2 times the individual’s salary, due to the expense of finding, hiring, onboarding, and training a new replacement employee (Cross et al, 2018; Lee et al 2018).  This attrition rate and loss of skilled employees within industry, cannot be sustained and therefore change needs to be people centric, with engagement driving process change (Biltgen, 2020). 
Within the increasingly competitive labour market which WCL find themselves in, it is crucial that organisations understand employee needs, with a focus on employers serving their employees and the communities they operate within (Kim-Brunetti,2022). 
The aim of this research is to utilise structured employee interviews to identify determinants which influence employee retention. This primary data collected from current WCL employees will be informed and supported by published literary research.
[bookmark: _Toc157182064][bookmark: _Toc165555513] 3. Literature Review 
WCL like any organisation are impacted by external factors, with recent studies emphasising the complex connections between labour market dynamics and employee turnover because of economic factors, external events, technological advancements, and skill shortages (Minzlaff et al., 2024). 
The focus of this literature review is to help fulfil the aim of this research project. This literature review will use published research to analyse if COVID-19 has impacted retention in the workforce and been a catalyst for a change in working practices. This Literature Review will also focus on the identification of factors which could positively or negatively influence employee retention at WCL. 
Information and data within this Literature Review will be taken from across different industries and provide an overview of the current UK Labour Market (and the changes occurring within it), however, where able, specific data relating to the manufacturing industry will be incorporated due to its direct relevance to WCL. 
This Literature Review will help inform the design and topics included in the structured interview questions which will be undertaken with WCL employees. 
3.1 [bookmark: _Hlk156916462][bookmark: _Toc157182065][bookmark: _Hlk156916620][bookmark: _Toc165555514]UK Manufacturing Sector Labour Market
The manufacturing sector employs approximately 2.5 million people across the UK (MAKE UK, 2023c). However, recruiting or retaining the right skillsets have been difficult for UK Manufacturers, with this challenge intensified by Brexit, the COVID-19 Pandemic, and wage inflation and further exacerbated by the manufacturing sector having an ‘image problem, with many roles seen as low skilled, low paid, and using heavy machinery in repetitive tasks’ (MAKE UK, 2023b). 
MAKE UK (2023b) highlight that within manufacturing there is a skills and talent shortage across all positions, from management to production operatives. 36% of vacancies within manufacturing are hard-to-fill due to applicants lacking the appropriate qualifications, experience, or skill, with this comparing to an average rate of 24% across all industries (MAKE UK, 2023b). This coincides with a PWC (2022) survey where employers report the main challenges for attracting new talent is lack of supply (85%) and time to recruit (47%).  
A lasting impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been the economic inactivity driven predominantly by long-term sickness and early retirement (Resolution Foundation, 2023). MAKE UK (2023b) indicate that an ageing workforce, where employees have either retired, plan on retiring early or have asked for reduced hours as they look towards retirement. WCL has seen an increase in requests for reduced hours for employees who are planning to retire, with one request received prior to 2020 and five requests taking place post 2021. 
In a recent survey Hays (2023) 92% of organisations felt they had faced a skills shortage in 2023, with technical or specialist positions being the hardest to fill (XpertHR, 2023). How to retain qualified employees is a major issue for organisations like WCL, especially those with unique industry specific knowledge (Deng et al, 2022). 
Key organisational challenges for organisations in the labour market during the last year have been, ensuring competitive salaries, managing hybrid working preferences and the working environment, providing employee development opportunities, and maintaining employee wellbeing (XpertHR, 2023). 
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc165555515]Employee Retention and Turnover 
The CIPD (2023b) explains that employee retention ‘relates to the number of retained employees’, whilst employee turnover is ‘the proportion of employees who leave an organisation over a set period’. 
Kundu and Lata (2017) state that employee retention is a key parameter to measure the strength of an organisation, particularly when employees are seen as a vital resource (Yean et al, 2020). 
Retaining employees has always been difficult, but has become even more challenging during and post pandemic, with turnover levels fluctuating between roles and industries (Lee et al,2022; CIPD, 2023b). 65% of employees surveyed in 2021 said ‘the pandemic made them rethink the place that work had in their lives’ (Gartner, 2021), while in 2023, 23% of UK employees planned to switch jobs in the next 12 months, an increase from 18% in 2022 (PWC, 2023). 
The higher employee attrition rates since 2021 is now known as the Great Resignation (Gartner 2021). The Great Resignation is deemed COVID-related turnover (Vanderbloemen, 2024), with the Great Resignation driven by economic and psychological shifts post pandemic, when people were given the chance to assess their priorities with their expectations of work changing (Kamal, 2022; Personio, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk155866728]Gelencsér et al (2023) states that the retention of the workforce can give organisations a sustainable competitive advantage, as a skilled and dynamic workforce can drive change and produce new ideas, which could increase efficiency and innovation. However, not all turnover is bad, with a clear difference between functional and dysfunctional turnover and avoidable and unavoidable turnover (Holton et al, 2005). 
It is imperative that organisations like WCL identify low and high performers (Flynn, 2023). This is to ensure retention strategies can retain the high performers and allow the other employees to be effectively managed. Moreover, WCL need to identify if there are any specific internal or external factors which could increase turnover to help mitigate employee losses and increase retention (Thomas and Hatcher, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182070][bookmark: _Toc157182066][bookmark: _Toc165555516]3.2.1 Impacts of Employee Turnover  
Employee turnover is the percentage of employees who leave an organisation over a set period and covers both voluntary and involuntary leavers (CIPD, 2023b). There is no overarching figure where employee turnover begins to have a negative effect, it is dependent on the organisation, the local labour market and the type of roles needing to be filled (CIPD, 2023b). 
Voluntary turnover, particularly within key or managerial positions can have a detrimental impact on organisations through the loss of firm-specific knowledge and subsequent costs associated with finding a replacement (Carter et al, 2019). A recent CIPD survey (2023a) found 43% of employers within the private sector counteroffered employees in the past 12 months to retain skills, reduce disruption, forgo recruitment costs, and ensure continuity and client relationships. ‘PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PWC) has found that turnover costs can represent more than 12% of pre-tax income for the average company’ (Cross et al, 2018).
Many organisations within the scientific and engineering sector struggle to keep their best employees (Cross et al, 2018). Turnover of employees with this skillset has increased in WCL since 2020 and in 2023, 26% of WCL leavers possessed these skill sets (WCL, 2024d). Whilst a further 43% of leavers in 2023 had skillsets which are deemed desirable including Quality, H&S, Laboratory, and IT (WCL, 2024d).
During 2023 WCL lost individuals with a combined service of 127 years, with only 3 leavers having under 1 years’ service (WCL, 2024d). This was a step change for WCL, with longer servers in key positions opting to leave WCL for promotions elsewhere or roles which offered more flexibility (WCL, 2024d). 
Cross et al (2018) states that ‘losing valuable employees could mean organisations could not only lose expertise and knowledge, but also the relationships built between internal and external customers’ - High turnover can also disrupt service delivery, reduce overall performance due to the loss of expertise and the demoralisation of existing employees (Lee et al, 2018; Narayanan et al, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc165555517]3.3 Push and Pull Factors 

Post-pandemic employee turnover provides unique challenges for employers (Flynn, 2023). Grenny (2022) states ‘we are living in one of the most volatile social landscapes of our time’. External and internal influences and drivers can result in a dynamic workplace (King et al, 2021). 
When analysing why individuals leave an organisation, factors can usually be placed into four categories - Push factors, Pull factors, Unavoidable, and Involuntary turnover (Taylor, 2021). Pull factors are when employees are attracted to another organisation due to better pay or benefits, career opportunities, or workload (Taylor, 2021; Younis et al, 2023). Push factors are when employees are unhappy with their current organisation, due to an adverse work environment or culture or inadequate leadership/supervision (Taylor, 2021; Younis et al, 2023). Whilst Unavoidable turnover is often outside of an organisation’s control, e.g. retirement, Involuntary turnover is turnover initiated by organisations, e.g. redundancies or dismissals (Taylor, 2021). 
‘Push’ and ‘Pull’ factors are crucial to understanding employee turnover (Taylor, 2021). According to Thomas and Hatcher (2018) whilst some Push and Pull factors can be controlled at organisational level, other factors ‘lie firmly in the hands of line managers’; ultimately effective retention strategies involve good HR and Organisational practice and capable and competent line managers (Thomas and Hatcher, 2018; Taylor, 2021). 
3.3.1 Event System Theory
Event System Theory suggests significant events can change or create new behaviours within an organisation, with the impact of an event varying dependent on intensity, duration, and personal impacts felt (Morgeson et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2024).
Shocks and significant events are powerful drivers of voluntary turnover. A shock can be positive, negative, neutral, expected, and unexpected (Holton et al, 2005). A shock can challenge an individual’s status quo, which could lead to behaviour responses (Holtom et al, 2005; Deng et al, 2022).
The COVID-19 pandemic was a global shock that disrupted the way people worked and created additional social, psychological, and work demands which impacted how employees felt about their work and made them reanalyse what they wanted from their working life (Mihalache and Mihalache, 2022). 
Mun et al. (2022) suggests that many employees changed their career behaviours in response to the pandemic, with changes occurring at every organisational level. 
Whilst many studies have concluded a significant link between ‘Shocks’ and employee turnover, there is a limited understanding of nuances between events on employee turnover, due to the absence of valid measures (Yang et al., 2024). 
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc157182072][bookmark: _Toc165555518]Retention Theories
[bookmark: _Toc165555519]3.4.1 Herzberg’s two-factor motivation-hygiene theory
Herzberg’s two-factor motivation-hygiene theory divides motivational factors behind employee retention into two factors – Hygiene and Motivators, with employees needing to be satisfied by both ‘hygiene’ and ‘motivators’ factors (Alshmemri, Shahwan-Akl and Maude, 2017). Employees need to feel their contribution is valued, meaningful, but also recognised by organisations (Srivastava and Eachempati, 2021).
Motivators within Herzberg’s model are good coworker relationships, job satisfaction, clear expectations, culture, work-life-balance, and recognition (Kundu and Lata, 2017; Yean et al, 2020; Gelencsér et al, 2023) and whilst employee retention is not usually determined by a single issue but by a cluster of factors (Kossivi et al, 2016), individuals could act positively or negatively dependent on the purpose and security they feel within a role (Yean et al, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc165555520]3.4.2 Job Embeddedness Theory 
[bookmark: _Hlk164888684]Job embeddedness reflects the forces that could prevent or influence an employee leaving an organisation (Mitchell et al, 2001).  Job embeddedness is a theory involving six dimensions that influence an employee’s choice to stay within an organisation by on-the-job/organisational and off-the-job/community components, as these factors link to employee satisfaction, motivation, connections, and cultural/personality fit within an organisation or community and the sacrifices should an employee leave (Shah et al., 2020; Singh 2017; Srivastava and Eachempati, 2021; Vanderbloemen, 2024). 
Embeddedness provides an explanation for understanding voluntary turnover (Singh, 2017). A study by Crossley et al. (2007) supported the findings that turnover intentions, either positively or negatively were a consequence of embeddedness. 
The more embedded a person into an organisation and the wider community, the less likely they are to leave due to the social, financial, and psychological contracts that links work and their community (Mitchell et al, 2001; Shah et al., 2020). The more links an employee has, the more they are likely to stay within a role due to the fear of losing colleagues, friends, and benefits (Mitchell et al, 2001). 
Gaskell (2022) highlights that previous studies have indicated that having employees living close to work can be a huge benefit to employers, due to the links developed within the community, reduced commute for employees and the bonds or links impacting productivity and profitability.
Craig (2016) states that despite globalisation, many organisations are now moving toward investing in local economies and talent pools, as it epitomises that you are invested in growth and wellbeing of the local economy and the people within it.  69% of WCL live within an 8-mile radius of site (WCL, 2024c). Meanwhile 33% of WCL’s current workforce have either a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c). Whilst embeddedness does not prevent people leaving, it could help mitigate dissatisfaction and explain why there is a lower turnover at WCL compared to other manufacturing companies (Mitchell et al, 2001). 
There is little research on how job embeddedness is developed or what causes individuals to become embedded in an organisation, however social networks and cultural characteristics can impact embeddedness (Singh, 2017). However, shocks or significant events can make employees reassess their organisational embeddedness due to changes in employee motivations (Srivastava and Eachempati, 2021; Yang et al., 2024).
3.5 [bookmark: _Toc157182067][bookmark: _Toc165555521]The Evolution of the Labour Market and Work Environment
‘What employees expect from their employers and from work itself has fundamentally shifted in the pandemic era’ (Gartner, 2021). 
Bersin (2024) states the UK are ‘going to enter a period of employee activism, where issues around hybrid work, pay equity, diversity and representation will be just a fact of life’.
During the COVID-19 pandemic the backdrop of work changed significantly, with organisations needing to change their manner of working as a result (Adisa et al 2022). The interaction between organisations and employees is undergoing great transformation and have been underpinned by a ‘perfect storm’, the growth of technology, growing transactional nature of employment and the COVID-19 pandemic (King et al, 2021). 
The talent pipeline is currently creaking (Gartner, 2021), with global change having an impact on the skills required across industries, this has led to organisations making changes to their working environment to accommodate the changing demands of the workforce (Deloitte, 2023).
Whilst the traditional relationship to the workplace and employee motivation is still present in some organisations, employee motivations are changing and what traditionally kept employees loyal may be less effective now (Lee et al, 2018; King et al, 2021). Understanding factors which can impact a specific organisation, would mean exploration of the topic through employees and is the catalyst of this research at WCL. 
The changing markets and demographics are making the workforce more confident and demanding (Lee et al, 2022). There has been a crucial change in contemporary work expectations, with employees now demanding higher salaries, more flexibility, quality supervision, recognition and rewards, work-life strategies, personal challenges and development, and involvement in more meaningful work (Kossivi et al, 2016; King et al, 2021; Minzlaff et al., 2024). 86% of employees surveyed said an organisation’s purpose is an important element for them to accept a position within an organisation (Hays, 2023).  
Deng et al (2022) noted several studies have found the COVID-19 Pandemic has had a negative impact on employee workplace behaviours and damaged organisational-employee relationships, which could increase turnover intention. 
PWC (2023) during a recent survey found that whilst pay and reward was highlighted as a tool for retention, providing incentives and the right culture was also a priority.  Organisations which adopt clear policies, procedures and exhibit transparency within talent management improve retention (Narayanan et al, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182069][bookmark: _Toc157182068][bookmark: _Toc165555522]3.5.1 How organisations have adapted to changes in the Labour Market and Work Environment
Organisations need to meet employee expectations and provide working conditions which are relevant and adaptive to the current needs of the workforce (Gelencsér et al., 2023). 
Organisational rewards and benefits can be broken down into two distinct categories, financial (e.g. salary/bonuses) and non-financial benefits (autonomy/personal development/recognition), with these rewards’ important factors for employee retention (Zhu and Newman, 2023). 
Upskilling of Existing Employees
The current fluctuating economy and labour shortages means organisations are now focusing on retaining, upskilling, and reskilling their employees instead of enduring the costs associated with replacing an employee – which can be twice their annual salary (Hafner,2023; CIPD, 2023a; MAKE UK, 2023b). Investing in development activities can help reduce turnover and increase employee retention (CIPD, 2023c). 
The CIPD (2023a) notes that 49% employers have responded to hard-to-fill vacancies by upskilling existing staff. This coincides with a PWC (2022) survey which found 56% of respondents were retaining and upskilling to fill skills gap. 
According to Hafner (2023) organisations which create career development opportunities are the ones who understand what employees now want. Employees are increasingly valuing the opportunity for personal growth, skill development and supervisory feedback (King et al, 2021; Minzlaff et al., 2024). 
WCL has a long history of upskilling and developing employees, with employees being offered the opportunity to progress within their roles through education or training, be promoted to a senior role within their department, or apply for roles where internal development can take place (WCL, 2024f).  WCL have had employees move from operative roles to the estimating, planning and technical teams, with development and training forming part of their transition. 
The upskilling of employees has and still is beneficial for WCL and employees alike, it helps mitigate employee turnover, while utilising employees’ knowledge of niche WCL’s processes within other WCL functions. However, WCL cannot upskill all employees and development of employees does take time, it cannot and is not deemed ‘a quick fix’ for retention issues but is an integral part of WCL’s culture. 
Financial Incentives 
According to Hayes (2023) 85% of employers have increased their employees’ salaries or hourly rates in the last year, with the average salary increase being 3.5%. However, according to ONS (2023) the annual growth rate in private sector pay was 8.1% between May-July 2023. 
MAKE UK (2023b) noted that manufacturers increased wages and offered financial rewards to combat the current tight labour market, with pay and benefits being a key motivator within the private sector (CIPD, 2022a). However, what employees see as the most important motivator can vary between industries (CIPD, 2022a). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182075]WCL has given employees a pay increase of between 3.5%-10% dependent on their role in January 2024, the variation in pay increase award % is larger than average to align employees to the new National Living Wage which was implemented from 1st April 2024. This is in line with the CIPD (2024b) who from a recent survey believe 75% of employers plan to give a pay rise in 2024 to remain competitive in the tight labour market and when employees are also being impacted by the Cost-of-Living crisis (Deloitte, 2023). Crail (2023) states it is currently a worker’s market and offering a ‘worthy wage’ should be an organisation’s priority to ensure the effective retention of employees.  
Succession Planning 
Succession Planning aims to fill key roles effectively and allows organisations to prepare for unexpected vacancies, particularly in a changing business environment (Carter et al, 2019; CIPD, 2024a). Succession Planning ensures continuity which could enhance an organisation’s effectiveness and competitive advantage, if aligned to organisational strategy (Carter et al, 2019; CIPD, 2023c).
Organisation’s focus on talent planning and workforce requirements can vary considerably, with 30% of organisations not planning beyond 6 months (CIPD, 2022a). In the tight labour market with an ongoing skill shortage, interest in succession planning has been revived (CIPD, 2024a).
WCL operate within a niche industry, so succession planning has been part of organisational strategy to ensure business continuity, due to the organisation-specific knowledge needed within key roles (CIPD, 2024a). However, whilst the CIPD (2023c) state that ‘A tailored, organisation-wide talent management strategy provides a focus for investment in people’, in WCL the introduction of a Talent Development Group (TDG) in 2018 didn’t have the outcomes as anticipated. 
WCL formed the TDG in 2018 with the view that individuals within the group could be developed and be able to step into more senior positions when opportunities arose, with key support and operational functions identified (WCL, 2018). Unfortunately, while WCL identified individuals to retain within the organisation, out of the 9 employees identified only 3 employees remain at WCL. This was primarily due to the lack of progression available due to the longevity of employment from WCL Managers and ‘Pull’ factors in the external labour market. 
Flexible and Hybrid Working 
Post pandemic there has been a priority placed on flexible working options (CIPD, 2022a; Deloitte, 2023), with the pandemic forcing a rethink of what the workplace means and what is needed to be effective (Gaskell, 2022). 
Companies have seen benefits to hybrid and remote working, including a reduction in overhead costs, enhanced productivity, and access to a larger talent pool as recruitment has no geographical restriction, for employees, greater flexibility, and autonomy over working conditions (Adisa, 2022). 61% of organisations are still offering hybrid working opportunities and 71% of employers think this will remain unchanged for the foreseeable future (Hayes, 2023), with 68% of organisations stating hybrid/remote working allowed their organisation to attract and retain more talent (CIPD, 2022a).
However, despite 47% of employees stating hybrid working was important to them (Hayes, 2023) and a recent People Management poll finding 69% of employees would look for a new role if they were required to spend more time in the office, employers are now calling employees back into the workplace, with a focus on the pre-pandemic culture and attendance (Gaskell, 2022; BBC 2024; Jackson, 2024).
In the UK, Boots (a healthcare company) have now confirmed that they are asking all 3,900 of their head office employees to return to the office 5 days a week from September 2024, a change from their current hybrid working pattern (Rowsell, 2024). Rowsell (2024) states that organisations like Boots will need to battle perceptions and frustrations from employees, with organisations offering limited flexibility likely to see challenges in attracting and retaining talent. This was seen in the US when the company behind Grindr, the LGBT+ dating app lost 80 out of 178 employees when the company announced a change from remote to hybrid working (Soutar, 2023).
WCL currently operate a hybrid-working pattern for those employees who can work remotely.  Due to the nature of the business, this only affects a limited number of employees. This pattern was established following concerns raised by employees and the loss of 3 employees who wanted to maintain remote/hybrid working in 2022 (WCL, 2023). This employee turnover provided a catalyst for WCL to embrace some element of hybrid working and implement a new WFH model and structure post pandemic (Singh and Sant, 2023).
Whilst embracing hybrid working has helped retain key Commercial employees within WCL and mitigate the loss of knowledge, language skills and experience within the Commercial team (WCL, 2023). WCL has noticed increased turnover with employees being offered hybrid or remote working opportunities in larger organisations based in Bristol and other major English cities (WCL, 2023; Singh and Sant, 2023).  
[bookmark: _Toc165555523]3.6 Generational differences in the workplace
[bookmark: _Hlk155875243]Mannheim (1952) established a theory of generations, whereby people of similar ages are shaped and bonded by historical events and experiences, like wars, technological advances, COVID-19, meaning social cohorts share similar values (Maloni, 2019). 
Studies researching generational differences in the workplace have produced conflicting findings (Minzlaff et al., 2024). There is disagreement over generational effects and a distinct split in thoughts; one thought is that there are no distinct and abrupt generation changes but steady changes over time (Maloni, 2019; Mayne, 2024). This aligns with Parry and Urwin (2021) who emphasis that generalisations based on date of birth are ‘fundamentally flawed’ and ‘wholly inadequate’ and state that experiences, ethnicity, socioeconomic status have a bigger impact on values and behaviours. Alternatively, Lee et al. (2022) states ‘employees who share common historical and social experiences are likely to share similar attitudes and behaviours’. 
The contemporary labour market is dynamic and diverse, encompassing four generations (Minzlaff et al., 2024). Mayne (2024) suggests that with up to four generations working in the same environment, there is currently a ‘generational war’, with different approaches, expectations, and values impacting workplace culture. 
Talent and skills are found in people of all ages and sections of society, with the recruitment, motivation and retention of employees becoming more challenging (Srivastava and Eachempati, 2021). Therefore, understanding differences in employee motivation and retention whether generationally or individually is crucial to main competitive advantage and employee retention (Lee et al, 2022).
Gen Z are now emerging in the workforce, and we cannot assume past practices are now relevant and best for the new changing workforce (Maloni, 2019). Deloitte (2023) state that Millennials and Gen Z are the change agents helping shape the future of work, with COVID -19 being the catalyst for this.  The COVID-19 pandemic spurred more than the Great Resignation, it prompted the reprioritisation of work and how it links into their everyday lives (Deloitte, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk157006420]Employees, particularly millennials, approach to work and the emergence of career ‘orientation’, is also evident, with employees changing roles more frequently (Thomas and Hatcher, 2018; King et al, 2021). Employees no longer plan to stay long term, even for a role they are satisfied with, talent strategies can no longer rely on loyalty (Lee et al, 2018; Thomas and Hatcher, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Hlk161865153]WCL have a diverse age range across departments, with employees ranging from 20 years of age to 69 years of age (WCL, 2024c). Within WCL younger and older employees work alongside each other and learn from each other, with both sharing knowledge and embracing the nuances between them (WCL, 2024c; Mayne, 2024). This suggests that despite WCL epitomising the contemporary labour market with four employee generations working alongside one another, generational divide is not prevalent in WCL (Minzlaff et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk156918997][bookmark: _Toc165555524]3.7 National Living Wage Rise
It is undeniable that the workplace has seen many impacts since the COVID-19 pandemic, however, it would be amiss to not recognise that economic factors can play an important role in employee turnover (Gelencsér et al, 2023). 
The National Living Wage (NLW) was introduced in April 2016, with the Low Pay Commission (LPC) gathering data on the economic outlook to inform recommendations on the NLW increase (ADR UK, 2020). 
The rise in the National Living Wage (NLW) by 9.7% from £9.50 per hour to £10.42 in 2023 was significant, causing mandatory wage growth across the UK for the lowest paid (CIPD,2023d). Whilst a rise in NLW has not led to negative employment that had been feared (Resolution Foundation, 2023), Cotton (2023) notes that industries have been impacted differently by the NLW increase. This has been compounded with the further changes from April 2024, where the NLW will increase to £11.44 per hour, with the eligibility age for NLW dropping from 23 years old to 21-year-olds (UK Gov, 2024). This (almost 10%) rise in NLW will impact three million low-paid workers (Faragher, 2023), whilst being an additional cost to organisations, at a time when many organisations, particularly in the manufacturing sector has already given pay rises to keep employees (MAKE UK, 2023c). 
Whilst employers admit the increase was needed for workers, many highlight that they cannot sustain a bottom level wage increasing so dramatically year-on-year (Faragher, 2023). BrewDog has recently announced that they will stop paying the real living wage to new employees, with new employees being hired on the current NLW, due to BrewDog making a trading loss in 2023 (Machell, 2024). 
In preparation for this increase in NLW, In January 2024, WCL increased the base rate on site to £11.55 per hour, with employees higher than this having a 3.5% increase, this equated to a 4.4% salary bill increase equalling £388,082 (WCL, 2024g).  This increase was needed to ensure WCL remained competitive within the local labour market and aligned to the new legal wage requirements, however, such a large increase could impact the profitability of the site in Pontardawe. 
A further issue of the NLW increase is that employees who were previously above minimum wage are now on minimum wage, or the gap between a supervisor and their team is now fractional (Faragher, 2023).  WCL has numerous roles which involve different skillsets, with the gap between production operatives and specialised skills and management also being depleted by the NLW rises (WCL, 2024g).  This topic will be further explored during the structured interviews to ascertain employee thought on the NLW rise and depletion of wage gap between operative and managerial positions.
[bookmark: _Toc165555525]3.8 Cost of Living Crisis 
The Cost-of-Living Crisis created by a large inflation surge is a top concern and urgent issue within the UK, with this being reflected in the labour market (Deloitte, 2023; Faragher, 2023). 
A survey from February 2022 found that most workers valued a Work-Life-Balance above pay, but the Cost-of-Living crisis has forced a rethink (Curriculo, 2024) – with 33% of employees struggling to keep up with bills and commitments (CIPD, 2023d). 
Despite the hikes in NLW, salary hasn’t risen in line with the cost of living (Hays, 2023), with people still feeling the pinch from the cost-of-living crisis and looking for roles which offer a salary and benefits critical to meet their personal needs (Reed, 2024). In a recent Hays survey (2023) 42% of people interviewed stated the Cost-of-Living Crisis as a key motivator to leave their role for one offering a higher wage (Hays, 2023).  
WCL are now facing an additional ‘crisis’ which could see higher employee turnover based on employees seeking higher wages to counteract the rising cost of living (Reed, 2024). According to Cotton (2023) 36% of employers have increased their salaries in response to the Cost-of-Living Crisis and to remain competitive in the tight labour market, with 30% expecting further salary increases in 2024. 
WCL has given a pay increase to all employees, whether they were affected by the NLW increase or not, this was to try and mitigate employee turnover and pay based tension (Deloitte, 2023). This in line with the other organisations within the private sector and specifically manufacturers who are most likely to boost salaries in response to the crisis (CIPD, 2022b). 
[bookmark: _Toc165555526]3.9 Exit Interviews
Minzlaff et al. (2024) states ‘Employee turnover is typical and sometimes necessary’. 
However, organisations need to understand why employees leave (Flynn, 2023; CIPD, 2023b). To tackle retention issues, organisations review exit interviews and leavers data to review trends (XpertHR, 2023). 
Exit interviews are carried out with all employees leaving WCL and can provide a valuable insight into the changes within the local labour market. In WCL during 2023, only 2 employees specifically mentioned salary as the reason for leaving the organisation, a further 10 employees cited new roles (or returning to an old skillset) as the primary reason for leaving WCL but added that additional benefits to the role change would be either monetary, progression, and/or work environment (WCL, 2023).  Figure 3 shows the primary reason for leaving WCL in 2023. 
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Figure 3 – WCL Leavers – Primary Reasons for leaving (WCL, 2023).
Exit Interviews can help identify other employees who WCL are at risk of losing due to internal or external factors (Lee et al, 2018).  WCL monitor how many employees are leaving from each department to help ascertain any patterns. A departmental breakdown of leavers is shown in Figure 4. 

Figure 4 – WCL Leavers – Breakdown by department (WCL, 2023).
Exit interviews allow WCL to ascertain if any employees are going to competitors within the local market or if a specific skill is becoming sort after. WCL are based in Pontardawe, Swansea and have competitors close to the site, this includes Sandvik Osprey and LSN for the Alloy Products division and Freudenberg and Weartech from the Precision Machining side. WCL have lost but also gained employees from competitors, so having additional knowledge of pay rates (which exiting employees are happy to share) are invaluable when benchmarking salaries across site or highlighting if the Annual Review needs to take place earlier to mitigate losses. 
However, Exit Interviews are no longer enough, organisations need to listen to current and not departing employees to understand what is keeping them within the organisation to mitigate reasons (if practicable) prior to resignation (Thomas and Hatcher, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc165555527]3.10 Literature Review: Factors pertinent to WCL

As a result of this literature review, a focus will be placed on the impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic, the Cost-of-Living Crisis, Hybrid Working, Role expectation, pay and NLW increases, during the structured interviews. These factors have had a profound impact on the wider employment landscape, and it will be beneficial to understand their impact on WCL. 
The structured interviews will be further informed by factors which have been prominent within WCL Exit Interview data, including pay and shift patterns. 
Open, exploratory questions will also be utilised to understand if there are dominant determinants why employees stay or would be inclined to leave WCL, with the outcomes analysed to see if there is a link between determinants in this research and previous published research or data. 










[bookmark: _Toc165555528]4. Research Design: A theoretical framework
The focus of a research project should be to either create new knowledge or contribute to existing knowledge on a given topic (Saunders et al, 2019). This research will fall within ‘applied research’ which focuses on gaining knowledge to highlight or solve an organisational issue, in this case, if COVID-19 has impacted retention within WCL (Easterby-Smith et al, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk156293719]Majority of research equates to a multi-stage process, with a research design helping to formulate a plan on how the research project, including question, aims and objectives will be answered and how literature will be reviewed, and data collected and analysed (Saunders et al, 2019; Saunders et al, 2023). Formulation of research design will take place using Saunders et al (2019) ‘Research Onion’ – Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 – Saunders et al (2019) ‘Research Onion’ (Saunders et al, 2023)
Saunders et al (2019) ‘Research Onion’ will support the navigation through the different layers of research design and help establish a credible research philosophy, which will underpin methodological choice, data collection techniques and interpretation of findings (Saunders et al, 2019).
Throughout a research project, research assumptions are made, with consistent assumptions integral to a coherent research project (Saunders et al, 2023). 
Research designs build upon underlying philosophical assumptions which influence the type of epistemology which would guide the research (Myers, 2020) - As epistemology is how to enquire knowledge through specific method, validity, and scope of a research project (Easterby-Smith et al, 2021; Myers,2020). 
Saunders et al (2019) Research Onion peels back the layers of research design and helps outline the overall research methodology. The two outer layers of the research onion is the research philosophy and theory development, this research project will follow an Interpretivist philosophy and Inductive theory development stance (Saunders et al, 2023). 
The next three layers of the research onion, whether deliberate or not, are influenced by already choosing an Interpretive philosophy and Inductive theory development (Saunders et al, 2023). This research project will have a qualitative research design for methodological choice based on a mono-method qualitative focus, a case study strategy and cross-sectional time horizon (Saunders et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc157182077][bookmark: _Toc165555529]4.1 Interpretivism 

Interpretivism is context bound and assumes reality is socially constructed (Myers, 2020). As a result, Interpretivism’s Ontology is complex with multiple meanings, interpretations, and processes (Saunders, et al, 2019). In terms of epistemology, or what constitutes as acceptable knowledge, interpretivism focuses on perceptions, beliefs, and interpretations (Saunders et al, 2019).
An interpretivist philosophy is appropriate in this research as it focuses on understanding phenomena, like COVID-19. through the meanings that people assign to them, it is also helpful in business-based research where situations are often unique and complex (Saunders et al, 2019).
Interpretivism is closely linked to constructivism (Gray,2020) as both rely on participant meanings, with interpretive researchers assuming access to reality can only take place through social constructions, like language, shared meanings, and environments (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Myers, 2020). Constructivism develops a theory or pattern of meaning through research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Constructivism is often combined with interpretivism and seen as an approach to qualitative research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182078][bookmark: _Toc165555530]4.2 Qualitative Research Design
Qualitative research designs were developed within social sciences to enable researchers to study social and cultural phenomena (Myers, 2020). Qualitative research is not built on unified theory or a single methodological approach but can adopt different stances, methods and a confusing array of headings which can be used interchangeably by different researchers (Gray,2020). 
Qualitative research is often associated with an interpretivist philosophy, as it focuses on collecting meanings about a single event or phenomenon and exploring the meaning, reasoning and motivations of individuals and groups give to an event (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021). This links with Phenomenology, which attempts to understand social reality based on the interpretation of individuals experiences of events (Gray,2020) - Facts inscribe meanings and facts are what an individual or social community assign to an event (Myers, 2020).
Qualitative research is shaped by the history, background, values, assumptions, biases, origin, and culture (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Qualitative research is complex and involves the researcher placing themselves in the environment being studied, so a focus on ethical considerations and bias would need to be reflected upon throughout (Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022)
Qualitative research lends itself to research where a phenomenon or event needs to be explored or understood in great depth, as the variables for testing has not been identified (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Myers, 2020). There are advantages and disadvantages of qualitative research design, highlighted in the Table 1. 
	Advantages of Qualitative Research
(Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021)
	Disadvantages of Qualitative Research
(Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021)

	Multiple Data Sources
	Access to participants

	The ability to enable generalisations beyond research samples
	Reconciling inconsistent data

	Increased efficiency
	Key for the interviewer to build rapport and sensitivity

	Understand the context behind decisions or beliefs
	Cultural differences may be overlooked


Table 1 – Advantages and Disadvantages of Qualitative Research 
(Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021)

Qualitative Research Design will suit this explanatory study, which will establish causal relationships between variables at WCL, using non numerical data that cannot be quantified (Saunders, et al., 2012; Saunder et al, 2023). This research will follow a mono-method qualitative study, which will use a single data collection technique of structured interviews (Saunders et al, 2023). This Qualitative Research approach will allow exploration of employee thought and allow deeper understanding of the meaning that multiple employees have assigned to determinants (Myers, 2020). This will help ascertain which factors have had the biggest impact on WCL turnover and retention. 
[bookmark: _Toc157182079][bookmark: _Toc165555531]4.3 Inductive Theory Development

Inductive theory development are patterns and themes which emerge from the data collection, with no set theories or assumptions (Saunders et al, 2019).
 Inductive theory development focuses on generating theories from participant views and the cross-checking of interviews until comprehensive themes are established (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Inductive Theory Development builds in complexity by including the context of the participant views (Saunders et al, 2019; Gray, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc157182080][bookmark: _Toc165555532]4.4 Case Study Strategy

Myers (2020) notes that a Case Study is a detailed study of a social unit in one location, with clear set boundaries. This single case study comes from a constructivist epistemology and focuses on providing a rich picture of behaviour and beliefs in an organisation (Easterby-Smith et al, 2021). 
Saunders et al (2023) stated ‘A Case Study is an in-depth study of a phenomenon in a real-life setting’, with WCL defining the setting and context in this research. 
Case studies are bounded by time and activity, with a balance between in depth analysis and providing a coherent research outcome with increased validity that can represent and be identifiable by others (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Myers, 2020).  Case study strategies can differ dependent on the purpose of the research but can provide rich data with nuances (Saunders et al, 2023). However, within a case study, it is very difficult to separate phenomena with context, as context forms part of the story (Myers, 2020; Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). Within a case study the researcher has no control over the situation and outcomes and simply leads the research (Myers, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc157182081][bookmark: _Toc165555533]4.5 Time Horizon: Cross Sectional Study

The time horizon for this research would be a cross sectional study, a study of a particular phenomenon at a specific time, this is due to the short time span of the interviews being carried out (Saunders et al, 2019).  
[bookmark: _Toc157182082][bookmark: _Toc165555534]5. Research Methodology 


[bookmark: _Hlk115105142]Interpretivist Philosophy and Qualitative research allows collaboration with participants, brings personal values into a study, and helps develop a conceptual framework and theoretical contribution (Creswell and Creswell, 2018’ Saunders et al, 2023). To achieve the overall aim of this report, data collection and primary data is critical to understand trends. 
While undertaking exploratory research, it is key is to build on or explain answers to add significance, as it could lead to discussions not originally considered significant for understanding, a main purpose of interpretivist research (Saunders et al, 2019).
WCL are based in Pontardawe, a town located in the South Wales Valleys, primary research through ‘stayer interviews’, could help highlight the reasons why people decide to stay or alternatively what could tempt them to leave (Bramham, 2001). 
WCL have ‘core’ longer serving employees within both management, production, and support functions. It would be impracticable to collect data from everyone due to time and budget, so sampling will be required (Saunders et al, 2019). Sampling is defined as a process where a sample is taken from a large population for a research project for measurement (Bhardwaj, 2019). 
Psychological safety will be crucial to the success of this research, where employees feel they can express ideas and/or concerns without fear of negative consequences (Gallo, 2023; Ravishankar, 2022). Employees will also be more likely to agree to be interviewed if they feel it provides an opportunity to feedback their perspective on an event in a face-to-face scenario (Saunders et al, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182083][bookmark: _Toc165555535]5.1 Stratified Random Sampling 

Stratified Random sampling will be the appropriate option for this research, as the population is divided into 2 distinct groups/strata: Directs and Indirects – Random sampling will then occur in each stratum (Saunders et al, 2019).  Members in each group will be ‘randomly’ selected, as this will allow flexibility when choosing participants as shift patterns and holidays could impede data collection (Bhardwaj, 2019). Random selection in this research will mean that no individual employees will be targeted to take part in this research, but a conscious effort will be placed on interviewing employees from different job roles and with a varied length of service. 
A crucial element of this research is looking at the phenomenon from both strata’s perspectives, as each group will experience different workplace realities, which will create a variation and richness of data (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2019). 
Stratified Random Sampling is a modification of a simple random sample and systematic sampling and is a method for achieving a greater degree of representativeness and reducing the degree of sampling error (Gray, 2020). An advantage is also the element of random selection. A traditional disadvantage of Stratified Random Sampling is that the researcher will not have sufficient information to base a stratum – That isn’t the case in this research, as there is ongoing access to key employee data, allowing employees to be correctly assigned to a stratum (Gray,2020). 
There is a lot of discussion regarding sample size within qualitative research, but sample size can be an element that can be revisited during the data collection process (Malterud et al., 2015). Increased sample size usually increases precision, as sampling error decreases (Gray, 2020).
Saunders et al (2019) offers a sample size norm of 30, where participants are from a single organisation or will be analysed as a single group. As there are 2 strata groups, the sample size for this research will be 60 (30 Directs and 30 Indirects). Whilst 60 is the proposed figure, further interviews will be stopped if the data saturation point is reached and any data from further interviews would be unlikely to produce new information (Saunders et al, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc157182084][bookmark: _Toc165555536]5.2 Data Collection 

Employees randomly selected in each stratum will be identified, approached and an opportunity to not engage given. 
Employees will be asked directly (Verbally) if they’d like to be interviewed confidentially, this informal approach should make employees feel comfortable in declining if they do not want to take part in the research. Each employee will also sign the finished interview document to confirm they are happy for their data/information to be used as part of the research project. Detailed explanations of the purpose of the research, along with assurances about anonymity will be explained to each employee (Myers,2020). All interviews will be manually transcribed verbatim for analysis.  
Structured interviews would provide the best outcomes and feedback in this research, as it would generate a higher level of engagement, allow employees to give answers in their own way and provides the opportunity to probe to explore further factors (Newby, 2014; Fink 2016). The method of collection was determined using a Pro and Con table (Appendix 9.2).
The structured interviews will be completed on site in Pontardawe to maximise response rates and increase engagement (Macfarlan, 2022). Structured interviews will include formulated questions, asked in specific order to ensure consistency across multiple interviews (Myers, 2020). All interviews will be held in a confidential environment and anonymity will be ensured through the redacting of names.  Each employee will be given a pseudonym of Participant 1, Participant 2 etc. 
There will be focused data collection through structured interviews and an interactive and participative approach (BRM, 2022). Qualitative data generated via an Interpretivism paradigm is deemed reliable, as people tend to be honest during interviews (BRM, 2022). Whilst some people may not want to disrupt the status quo, at WCL, employees give honest and constructive feedback, as seen in outlets like the Works Council and a previous Employee Satisfaction Survey in 2017.
Thomas and Hatcher (2018) highlight the basis of this research – that while Exit Interviews are informing, they are not enough – Organisations need to talk to current employees to understand why employees are being retained or understand current trends that could identify employees WCL are at risk of leaving (Srivastava and Eachempati, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc157182085][bookmark: _Toc165555537]5.3 Data Triangulation 
Triangulation is using multiple sources of evidence, different data sets and combining the methods in one study to increase the reliability, credibility, and authenticity of the research (Myers,2020; Saunders et al, 2023). Comparison of different kinds of data, including triangulating data from multiple interviews and other qualitative and quantitative data sets (Myers,2020) Additional data will be used to support this research project, including the use of Internal employee Turnover data, (WCL, 2024d) and data from WCL’s 2017 previous Employee Satisfaction Survey (WCL, 2017). This research will also utilise data from Exit Interviews (WCL, 2023) which have taken place since 2020 and include insights into why employees have left previously and. analyse if there has been a change to the reasons why (Spain and Groysberg, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182086][bookmark: _Toc165555538]5.4 Ethical Considerations and Validity
Maylor + Blackmon (2005, p281) state the golden rule for researchers in business and management is:
‘Treat others as you yourself want to be treated and provide benefit to the organisation and individuals involved in your work’. 
Most rules build on this principle. This research will be carried out in an ethical, moral, and responsible manner and be representative of the thoughts of employees interviewed (Gray,2020). 
The ethical integrity of this research is the responsibility of the researcher, with a focus on ethical processes needed throughout the research to ensure data validity (Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). 
Validity 
Validity is a strength of qualitative research, with findings accurate from the standpoints of researcher/participant. However, as the researcher collects and interprets the data, a researchers own background will shape their interpretation of the data, their interpretation is therefore a key contribution (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022).
A focus will be given to the meanings that participants hold and not the meaning the researcher brings to this research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). All answers will be transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy when carrying out thematic analysis and participants asked to check all answers prior to signing the interview document to ensure reliability. 
There will be no guiding or suggesting of answers during the interviews, so employees are not influenced by the researcher and therefore data will not be skewed. 
[bookmark: _Toc157182087][bookmark: _Toc165555539]5.5 Limitations of research 
Every research has limitations and constraints. Time will always be a limitation within this research, due to the fixed deadline and time availability to carry out the structured interviews as this will constrain amount of data collected (Saunders et al, 2023). 
Whilst costings will be minimal to undertake the primary research, working hours will need to be assigned to interviews which will be a cost to WCL. 
Research will be focused and limited to WCL; however, further research could include other companies located in the area to create a larger and more diverse data set to highlight patterns and trends. 
There is also an awareness of Total Survey Error (TSE), errors which may arise during the collection, collation, and interpretation of data – gaps in data become sources of error (Gray, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc157182088][bookmark: _Toc165555540]6. Thematic analysis of data 
There are no fixed rules on how qualitative data should be analysed and interpreted, with the key focus being to make sense and interpret the data to obtain the subjective meanings expressed during the interviews (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019; Gray, 2020). 
Whilst a challenge of qualitative data is interpreting the volume of data in clear, concise, and comprehensive themes, crucial will be the use of correct analysis to ensure the correct meanings of participants views are highlighted (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
All qualitative analysis uses a form of coding, as this allows themes to emerge from the data by labelling key words or phrases for analysis, conceptualisation occurs when patterns among codes are discovered, often characterised by similarity, frequency, or causation (Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021; Saunder et al, 2023). There are 3 different code categories, expected codes – what the researcher expects from previous research, literature, and knowledge., surprising codes – themes or codes which could not be anticipated and unusual codes – unusual codes which are of interest (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 
Whilst there are many different options to analysis and code data, including Strauss and Corbin, 1998’s method, in this research Thematic analysis was used to analysis the qualitative data collected (Gray,2020). Thematic analysis is considered a general analytic approach with patterns emerging through coding (Saunders et al, 2023). Braun and Clarke (2006) 6-step Guide to Good Thematic Analysis model was used to analysis the data (Figure 6), as it allowed flexibility to interpret and identify common themes, patterns, and opinions (Caulfield, 2022). 
There are various Thematic Analysis approaches that aim to identify patterns and themes across a dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2016). Reflexive Thematic Analysis involves theme development arising from codes and conceptualised as patterns (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Braun and Clarke (2016) note that thematic analysis and the process of fine-grained coding, will have the capacity to capture themes and provides a foundation to identify patterns of significance in the data sample. 
Thematic analysis identifies and records themes within data, with themes being identified as explaining a certain phenomenon, thematic analysis can occur inductively or deductively, this research focuses on an inductive approach, where data and coding is completed without trying to fit an existing model (Myers, 2020). However, there are key themes which will be included in questions, with employees being asked how specific external events and internal WCL policies have impacted them. 
Theme development using reflexive thematic analysis requires a systematic and interpretative focus. Themes cannot exist separately from the researcher due to the engagement needed with the data to identify themes through interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Qualitative analysis cannot be atheoretical, regardless of the researchers purpose due to the analysis needing theoretical assumptions (Braun & Clarke, 2016).



[bookmark: _Toc152694214]External reliability and consistency within analysis is crucial to produce consistent findings (if the same analysis was repeated, the same result should be had) (Taquette and Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). 
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Figure 6: Braun and Clarke (2006) 6-step Guide to Good Thematic Analysis

[bookmark: _Toc157182089][bookmark: _Toc165555541]7. Results and Findings 

Researchers are continually analysing voluntary turnover to help ascertain why employees choose to stay or leave an organisation due to the costs associated with employee turnover (Singh, 2017). Determinants for retention and turnover can vary between sectors and organisations, with research being the foremost way to understand the reasons within a specific organisation. 
This research aims to highlight determinants which are relevant to WCL and help analyse ‘Push’, ‘Pull’ and external factors which influence employee behaviours within the labour market of South Wales (Taylor, 2021). 
This chapter will focus on analysing outcomes from the structured interviews with WCL employees, it will provide an overview of who was interviewed and analyse the outcome of both the targeted and open exploratory questions -posed as part of the structured interviews. 
A copy of the structured interview template can be found in Appendix 9.1. 
7.1 [bookmark: _Toc165555542]Employee Engagement 
42 employees were interviewed as part of this research, with 17 Direct employees interviewed and 25 Indirect employees. Whilst the research aimed to interview a total of 60 employees (30 from Direct and 30 from Indirect). This figure was not needed due to hitting saturation point within the research and no further interviews required. 
An overview of the number of participants interviewed and the representative percentage (%) interviewed per department can be found in Figure 7. A further breakdown including departmental functions, can be found in Appendix 9.3. [bookmark: _Hlk163819868]Figure 6: Departmental breakdown of Employees Interviewed 


Figure 7: Departmental breakdown of Employees Interviewed [image: ]

Whilst majority of those asked were happy with taking part in the survey, there were some individuals (all within the ‘Technical and Maintenance’ department) who declined to take part in the survey, predominantly due to them being uncomfortable with the data they would give as part of the interview being known by the HR department. 
WCL’s most recent survey took place in 2017 and had an overall engagement percentage of 87%, giving a baseline figure for engagement within WCL (WCL, 2017). The Technical and Maintenance department where the majority of employees declined to engage, had 100% engagement during the previous 2017 survey, despite there being minimal turnover of employees in the interim period (WCL, 2017). This suggests the importance of complete anonymity to the people taking part, with no answers in the 2017 survey being identifiable. 
Whilst choosing who to take part in the research, focus was given to get a widespread departmental and functional perspective, alongside a variation with employee length of service (Purposeful sampling). This provided different perspectives across the organisation and would also provide an opportunity to determine if motivating factors varied depending on length of service or function. Figure 8 shows the number of employees in each length of service grouping. 






Figure 8: Employees Interviews: Length of Service of participants
The shortest server interviewed had been in WCL’s employ for 6 months and the longest server interviewed had 40 years’ service. 
Shorter structured interviews worked better for this research as it meant employees were not tied up for an extended period. This was particularly important when trying to interview Direct and production-based employees, who are part of a wider manufacturing process. Indirect employees proved easier in part to interview as they were majority office based which was easier to slot time into diaries, with the employee being in control of their own schedules. 

7.2 [bookmark: _Toc165555543]Targeted Theme Results 

Targeted questions were used to highlight the impact of individual external events on employee thought and to gauge employee opinion on aspects specific to WCL. 
The targeted questions were derived from themes taken from the literary review and WCL Exit Interview data. The targeted questions from the literature review focused on the COVID-19 Pandemic, the Cost-of-Living Crisis, Hybrid Working, Role expectation, and NLW increases. Whilst targeted questions based on WCL Exit Interview data are focused on Pay and Shift Patterns.    
[bookmark: _Hlk163139958][bookmark: _Toc165555544] 7.2.1 COVID-19 Pandemic  
The level of disruption and intensity of events can influence behaviours, with employee perceptions dependent on the impact of COVID-19 on their own lives and work environment (Morgeson et al., 2015; Mun et al., 2022). 
From the research it was clear that there were different challenges faced by different employees during the pandemic - dependent on if they could work remote or not. Emmett et al. (2020) notes that COVID-19 produced a ‘nuanced employee experience’ dependent on work experiences. 
Outcomes from the structured interview questions suggest the pandemic has not substantially impacted employee thought or behaviours at WCL, as a high proportion of the workforce worked onsite throughout the pandemic due to the manufacturing nature of WCL. Only 12 out of 42 employees interviewed said the pandemic changed the way they thought - 6 due to Working from Home (WFH) and 5 became more aware of their health and Work-Life-Balance post pandemic, only 1 person said the pandemic had a negative impact, with them now working more hours than they did pre-pandemic. 
86% of those interviewed (36 employees) said that as they worked onsite throughout the pandemic, they had seen no real changes. Participant 28 said ‘No, I worked throughout pandemic, so nothing changed for me’. Mun et al. (2022) highlights that employees who needed to remain on site and worked throughout the pandemic would not have experienced disruption. 
The pandemic did influence those at WCL, who could remote work, with 50% of those who said the pandemic changed their thought process, noted remote working as that change. All of those interviewed who could remote work, said remote working was a positive outcome and something they would want to continue. Participant 18 said they would reconsider their role at WCL ‘If we had to go back to the office full time. Working in the office full time would cause a strain at home’. 
The answers from both Directs and Indirects were similar, as both were site based throughout the pandemic. The step change occurred between functions and employees who could remote work. However, there is an awareness that not all employees found home working a positive experience and some, while having the option to remote work, preferred to remain on site (Mun et al., 2022).
As this research is taking place in 2024, a significant period after the pandemic, it could mean those who were negatively impacted by the pandemic have already left WCL. Turnover data from 2022 – WCL’s highest year for turnover at 19.3%, shows diverse reasons for leaving WCL, with 3 employees leaving to return to their home countries, 2 to go travelling and 3 to set up their own businesses (WCL, 2024d). Other resignations stemmed from new opportunities or opportunities individuals had waited for, suggesting that some employees leaving in 2022 were a backlog of quits from 2020, when people stayed within roles when they ordinarily would have left them (Personio, 2024). This is seen in WCL turnover data with 16 employees leaving voluntarily in 2020, with 7 voluntary leavers for WCL in 2024 YTD (WCL, 2024d).
[bookmark: _Toc165555545]7.2.2 Cost-Of-Living Crisis
The Cost-of-Living Crisis has impacted both employee and organisational finances, and has transformed the labour market (Curriculo, 2024). The Cost-of-Living crisis is not just affecting the number of candidates in the labour market but is also impacting the roles candidates are looking for and the salary workers expect (Curriculo, 2024). 
Employees interviewed in this research highlight that the Cost-of-Living crisis has had impacted them, with 26 employees from 42 saying their behaviours and thoughts had changed and they had reassessed their personal situation since the crisis began. 
48% of employees interviewed said that the crisis had been a catalyst for them looking at other roles and made them assess if their salary was in line with the area market average. Brand (2022) states that 26% of the UK workforce looked to change roles as a direct result of the crisis due to increasing prices and interest rates. This is a variation from the pandemic whereby the stress and economic uncertainty made employees stay with organisations due to security and familiarity (Christian, 2023). This suggests that employees are looking for new opportunities and could be more susceptible to passive recruitment, particularly when a survey found 60.8% of workers were looking for a new role and 49% specifically due to the Cost-of-Living crisis (Powell, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk165298957]There was no separation between Directs and Indirects regarding thoughts on the Cost-Of-Living Crisis, with all in alignment about being more conscious of salaries in the area and individual spend. This was seen when Participant 23 (An Indirect) said they were ‘More conscious of salary and have looked at similar roles in area and what companies offer’, while Participant 17 (A Direct) stated ‘Everything is going up, food, utility bills - people always need more money’. 
[bookmark: _Toc165555546] 7.2.3 Shift Patterns
Another factor which was targeted within the structured interview was shift patterns. This question had been incorporated due to Exit Interview data, which had shown WCL had lost 5 employees since 2021, who had cited shift patterns as a reason for leaving WCL, whether they no longer wanted to work shifts, wanted to avoid night shifts or move onto a continental shift pattern. 
The structured interview results showed a surprising discovery whereby there were no problems raised with shift work by Direct employees who were all happy with their shift pattern, it was ‘Days’ employees who would slightly amend their shift pattern. 
Therefore, this highlighted that employees who had been impacted by shifts could have already left WCL during the “Great Resignation” – when employees quit their roles at an unprecedented rate between 2021 and at the ‘peak’ in Q2 2022 - when the number of people moving jobs reached 442,000 (Kamal, 2022; Personio, 2024). 
WCL operate different shift patterns in each department, but all departments operate a night shift pattern due to reduced energy costs.  While there has been a reduction in night-time workers in the UK from 9.5 million in 2016 to 8.7 million in 2022, 30% of workers in Wales remain nighttime workers (ONS, 2023b). There are no changes planned to amend WCL shift patterns and so understanding employee thought on shift patterns and night shifts was crucial.  
The employees interviewed in WCL cited they were happy with their shift rotation and know their roles involve shift work. Participant 11 said they were ‘Happy with current pattern- don't like afternoons’, with WCL offering a Mornings and Night shift pattern when feasible to accommodate employee needs.
The only change recommended by both Direct and Indirect employees were flexitime and 4-day weeks, however, the nature of WCL mean at present this is not practicable. Some employees did highlight a dislike of Afternoon shifts, but this would not be a factor which would cause employees to leave WCL. 
Therefore, shift patterns could not be deemed a Push factor or a determinant that could increase turnover and those who priorities or motivations changed have already left WCL and this is therefore reflected in the survey results.  
[bookmark: _Toc165555547]7.2.4 Pay, Benefits and other Incentives
Jeffrey (2019) states that ‘everyone takes pay personally’, with pay and pay reviews likely to be a ‘flashpoint within the employee life cycle’. 
While pay can be a contentious issue, it is essential that organisations continue to listen to employees (Bersin, 2024). Therefore, it was crucial that the research included this factor to assess employee feeling about pay and benefits, particularly with the Cost-of-Living crisis pushing employees to seek new roles with higher salaries, rather than wait for pay reviews (Powell, 2022). 
WCL have two separate thought processes on pay, with Indirect roles tending to have pay ranges to ensure flexibility based off performance, skillset, and experience (Jeffrey, 2019), whilst Direct roles have more fixed rates which are echoed across departments, for example, Operative roles or Team Leaders tend to be on the same rate across departments, aside from Foundry, skilled or time served employees. 
Bersin (2024) suggests we are in a period where there needs to be a holistic approach to pay and benefits, with organisations needing to keep wages fair and benefits competitive. 
Both Direct and Indirect highlight in the research that improved benefits were required, with better pension and sick pay for employees. Employees were happy with incentives, one employee – Participant 22 said ‘Considering the headcount we do get a lot of perks/treats’, in reference to employee lunches organised and the distribution of Easter eggs, Welsh cakes and the raffling of football tickets. 
However, there were distinct patterns emerging regarding pay. One theme which was clear from the interviews is that employees feel that the 3.5% increase given to them in January 2024 wasn’t enough, with Participant 16 stating the ‘3.5% increase hasn’t brought salary in line with inflation’.
Another interesting development involved the NLW increase. Two distinct strands from NLW increase emerged. Firstly, was the discontent that WCL’s recent increase in base rate to £11.55 per hour was due to WCL’s ‘hand being forced’ by the NLW increase. Participant 14 said ‘WCL doesn’t reward in pay rises – WCL’s hand was forced to increase rate due to NLW’. This was an interesting development, with employees not feeling their rate increase was recognition of their skillset or work ethic and that such a large increase would not have happened without a NLW increase. 
The second theme which emerged from the data was the decreasing gap between operatives and management, with two participants stating that they were unhappy with the gap closing between themselves and their team. Participant 17 said ‘pay gap between shop floor and team leaders are getting smaller. I could opt for a better job with less stress’ and Participant 28 said he would reconsider his position at WCL ‘If the gap between my job and shopfloor keeps getting smaller’. Faragher (2023) highlighted this as an issue, with the gap between operatives and middle management closing, creating a pressure on organisations to reassess their pay scales in a time when organisations are being impacted by cost increases and during a time when further cost implications may be too much for organisations to consider (Curriculo, 2024). The most recent pay award in January 2024 whereby WCL increased the base rate on site to £11.55 per hour and employees above this receiving a 3.5% increase, equated to a 4.4% salary bill increase equalling £388,082 (WCL, 2024g).  
The third theme emerged from a single department – Machine Shop, with employees acknowledging that employees had been lost to competitors due to a differential being seen in base rate, Participant 5 said that WCL need to ‘Pay employees the same as competitors to stop skilled workers leaving’. WCL has lost 6 Skilled machinists since Q3 2022, with 3 machinists being lost to a direct competitor offering a substantially higher base wage. The 3 other machinists took opportunities outside of machining. 
Pay was the main reason why employees would look for a different role or would be tempted to leave WCL, with the second most prominent reason being improved benefits like hybrid working or a higher pension contribution. It is no surprise, that improved pay and benefits account for 74% of the reasons why employees would be tempted to leave WCL. However, an interesting undertone which emerged was employees who are currently unable to WFH due to their role at WCL stating that they would be tempted to leave if hybrid or remote working was offered, WCL has previously lost employees in onsite roles for roles which offer hybrid or remote working, with employees accepting opportunities with larger employers located in Bristol (WCL, 2023). 
Ultimately employees will always seek higher pay, and this is a thread that runs through WCL’s Exit Interview data since 2020 (WCL, 2023).  Whether pay or benefits is the main factor or a supplementary factor, all employees in both production and support functions want higher salaries, meaning pay will always be a factor when discussing turnover and retention. 
However, there needs to be a focus on Organisational Equilibrium within organisations, a balance between an employee’s intention to stay by benefits offered by an organisation and the subsequent expected contribution from that employee (Kundu and Lata, 2017).  
[bookmark: _Toc165555548] 7.2.5 Role Expectation
Brown (2023) highlights that transparency and honesty within the recruitment process can foster trust, improve decision-making and lead to successful outcomes, including retaining employees’ long term. 
Hiring the right employees is crucial for an organisations long term success, as recruiting the right candidates and retaining them is important to organisational strategy (Price, 2023). 
88% of employees interviewed stated their role was as expected and that they understood what was involved in the role when they were recruited or successfully applied internally.  This spanned across both Direct and Indirect roles and no correlation between the remaining 12%, and one department or function. 
WCL have a robust interview process, which involves an interview element and a walkabout of site to expose potential new employees to the environment they will work within, illustrate the role requirements, PPE which will be required, and provides an opportunity to meet employees working in the roles employees are interviewed for (Brown, 2023). This allows a candidate to have a comprehensive understanding of the role, to allow both parties to make informed decisions if the candidate and role align (Brown, 2023). 
The fact such a high proportion of employees recognised that their role is as expected, suggests WCL are undertaking the appropriate steps in the recruitment process but also highlights that WCL’s Employee Referral Scheme (set up in 2023) could mean individuals are aware of the environment, tasks, and role from a current employee prior to joining.
[bookmark: _Toc165555549] 7.2.6 Targeted Themes: Summary of WCL Interview Results
The targeted questions were derived from themes taken from the literary review and WCL Exit Interview data. It was evident from the interview data that some determinants had less of an impact on WCL employees compared to data/information in the wider publicised literature, highlighted in the literature review. 
Outcomes from the structured interview questions suggest the COVID-19 pandemic has not substantially impacted employee thought or behaviours at WCL, as a high proportion of the workforce worked throughout the pandemic on site due to the manufacturing nature of WCL. The step change occurred between functions and employees who could remote work. 
Whilst 29% of WCL employees interviewed said the COVID-19 pandemic had impacted them, 62% of WCL’s employees stated that the Cost-of-Living crisis had been a determinant which had impacted their behaviours and thoughts. Both Directs and Indirects said the Cost-Of-Living Crisis, had made them more conscious of salaries in the area and their individual spend.
While employees interviewed believe incentives are good at WCL, both Direct and Indirect employees said improved benefits were required, with better pension and sick pay for employees being highlighted. WCL employees were also not happy with their pay – whether it would be why they received a pay increase, the percentage increase they received or the diminishing gap between their rate and the new base operative rate. Ultimately employees will always seek higher pay and pay will always be a factor when discussing turnover and retention. 
This research also indicated that Shift patterns and Role Expectations are not factors that could increase turnover at WCL. While employees did share their dislike of Afternoon shifts, it was not a determinant that would ‘push’ employees to leave. Furthermore, 88% of employees interviewed stated their role was as expected, including the tasks involved and understanding of the individual requirements. 
[bookmark: _Toc165555550]7.3 Themes Identified through Thematic Analysis 
Open, exploratory questions were utilised to understand if there are dominant determinants why employees stay or would be inclined to leave WCL.  
Following Thematic Analysis and the conceptualisation of data (when patterns among codes were discovered through frequency and causation), 3 main themes become apparent (Myers, 2020; Easterby-Smith et al, 2021; Saunder et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc165555551]7.3.1 Locality 
Employees were asked during the structured interviews why they stayed at WCL and why they thought others stayed, with an overwhelming consensus stating it was due to the short commute, the organisation being very local and the ‘people’. 
Locality is seen as an important element to retention at WCL, 45% interviewed said locality was one of the reasons they chose to stay at WCL, whereas 64% highlighted locality as a reason they believed others chose to stay at WCL. 
WCL is a local employer, who has been established in Pontardawe since 1969 (WCL, 2024b). 69% of WCL live within an 8-mile radius of site (WCL, 2024c) and the high proportion of employees from the same area could indicate embeddedness, with employees working and living in close proximity of WCL. 
The location of WCL in a South Wales valley (WCL, 2024b), would mean employees would have reduced options of work, with employees sometimes prioritising proximity and the fringe benefits of this, to earning a higher rate but in a role which would need a longer commute.  
Conrad (2019) stated three reasons why living local to work is a benefit, which employees at WCL have mentioned: Flexibility, Low costs, and Health. Living near WCL could help employees balance their home and work life effectively - a key factor employees are looking for post pandemic, reduce costs of commuting - cost saving on petrol, time and car maintenance, and improved health, where employees can walk or cycle to work (Conrad, 2019). WCL offer a Cycle to Work Scheme to all employees, with high uptake from employees each time the scheme has been run. 
Participant 20 (who lives near site) stated that WCL is an ‘Established company with pay above average in the local area and progression opportunities’, WCL has offered Job security and stability, with WCL offering progression and development in roles, which has strengthened WCL’s standing as a local, stable, and progressive employer, which could mitigate employees looking further afield for roles.  This aligns with Gaskell (2022) who states having employees living close to work can be a huge benefit to employers, due to the links developed within the community, reduced commute for employees and the bonds or links that impact productivity and profitability. 
[bookmark: _Toc165555552]7.3.2 The People 
[bookmark: _Hlk165302860]Another theme evident from the research was employees acknowledging their colleagues were crucial to them remaining at WCL. 48% surveyed said they stayed at WCL due to the ‘people’ and 67% said the people they work with is the factor they value most from their work environment. Participant 4 said ‘the people keep you here’. 
WCL recruit a lot of their employees through word of mouth, this has worked well for WCL particularly when a large proportion of the production-based roles do not need specific skills. This supports Hartley (2015) that the best candidate may not have the best CV, but has essential transferrable skills (Cheese, 2021, p.5) – This strategy has proven a success and could highlight embeddedness, with employees helping friends and family join WCL and creating an environment where new employees already have formed relationships with longer serving employees. This type of recruitment has further deepened underlying cultures with ‘new’ employees sharing the same viewpoints as existing employees.
33% of WCL’s current workforce have either a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c). Dutton & Ragins (2007) note that social networks and forming close relationships (or already having them) within an organisation, can facilitate embeddedness occurring at a much faster rate and the reciprocating of helping behaviours and support. This could help explain retention being higher at WCL than the manufacturing average, as the greater the organisational fit or the stronger the links to an organisation, the higher the sacrifice for someone to leave a role and organisation (Singh, 2017). 
It was clear from the interviews that the relationships between employees is a determinant for retention at WCL, with employees sometimes choosing to stay for the people over the role. This is seen in turnover data from WCL, whereby turnover is lower for people who have close links in the organisation, 14% of total leavers during 2023 had close links in WCL, compared to 86% who had no close links (WCL, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc165555553]7.3.3 Working from Home (WFH)/ Hybrid Working  
WCL is a traditional manufacturer which remained open throughout the pandemic, with WCL needing to focus on adaptation to create a ‘new normal’ work environment during the pandemic (Mun et al., 2022). WCL, like many organisations implemented remote working for support functions, with the number of employees working from home (WFH) increasing (Nagel, 2020).
World Economic Forum (2021) acknowledged that the manufacturing industry is separate from other industries due to the physical nature of the manufacturing industry making remote working challenging or impossible dependent on job role. Post pandemic, WCL has maintained hybrid working for certain support functions and has focused on measurable output over ‘face time’ (Adisa, 2022). WFH is dependent on an individual’s role and personal preferences, so not all who can hybrid work have chosen to do so. (Manufacturing Matters Magazine, 2021). 
The main reason WCL maintained hybrid working was due to concerns raised by employees and the loss of 3 employees whose personal circumstances meant they could not return to the office full-time in 2022 (WCL, 2023). This is reinforced by the BBC (2024) who confirms employees are no longer interested in ‘going backward’ and reverting to their previous schedule and Bersin (2024) who states that we need to ‘stop thinking about hybrid work as a ‘policy’, and instead as another word for ‘working’’.
Employees understand that the ability to work from home is dependent on their role, Participant 31- said ‘There has been a shift to Home Working and whilst it does benefit some employees it has not benefited those employees who must be on site to do their jobs’. However, a change in the WFH policy could influence retention, as those who can WFH, state this as a reason they choose to stay at WCL – Participant 35 said ‘Ability to WFH for part of my week’ was the main reason they stay at WCL.
Only 8% of WCL’s total workforce operate a fixed hybrid working pattern (WCL, 2024c). WFH is utilised by employees whose roles mean they can WFH, with 100% of those interviewed within this research who can WFH, stating the retraction of the hybrid working policy would make them reevaluate their position in WCL. 
Therefore, hybrid working is a factor that could affect retention at WCL, but in specific departments, it would not be a main factor across WCL due to the limited nature of WFH. However, this is due to the traditional manufacturing environment that WCL operates within, and the outcome and dominance of hybrid/remote working in a different sector organisation, could be substantially different. 


[bookmark: _Toc165555554]7.3.4 Themes Identified through Thematic Analysis:           Summary of WCL Interview Results 
Open, exploratory questions were utilised during the structured interviews to help identify determinants that influence employees to stay or could influence employees to leave WCL.  3 determinants were clear from thematic analysis – Locality, People and Hybrid Working/WFH. 
45% of employees interviewed said locality was one of the reasons they chose to stay at WCL and 64% said locality is the reason they believed others chose to stay at WCL. 69% of WCL live within an 8-mile radius of site (WCL, 2024c). Employees mentioned that the benefits of living locally (and close to WCL’s site) included, Flexibility and improvement to their Work-Life Balance, lower costs from childcare or commuting, and having the ability to walk or cycle to work (Conrad, 2019).
Moreover, 48% surveyed said they stayed at WCL due to the ‘people’ and 67% said the people they work with is the factor they value most from their work environment. WCL have a high proportion of employees from the same area, with employees working and living in close proximity of WCL, this is further strengthened as 33% of WCL’s current workforce have either a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c) suggesting embeddedness could positively influence retention at WCL.  
The third theme which become apparent was Hybrid Working and WFH. Employees understand that the ability to work from home is dependent on their role, with only 8% of WCL’s total workforce being able to undertake a hybrid working pattern. However, a change in the WFH policy could influence retention of those employees at WCL, with 100% of those interviewed within this research who can WFH, stating the withdrawal of the hybrid working policy would make them reevaluate their position in WCL. 
8. [bookmark: _Toc157182090][bookmark: _Toc165555555]Conclusion and Recommendations


Employee turnover is the proportion of employees who leave an organisation both voluntary and involuntary over a specific period (CIPD, 2023b). 
Gartner (2021) predicted that ‘employee turnover will be 50-75% higher than organisations have previously experienced’, with 2021 marking the start of the Great Resignation and high labour attrition trends. While Gartner (2021) stated that the labour market was a ‘phenomenon unique to the times’.  Even in 2024, the UK labour market remains dynamic, with recruiting and retaining the right skillsets difficult for UK organisations (XpertHR, 2023; MAKE UK, 2023c). 
There was a spike in WCL employee turnover in 2021, which aligns to the timing of the Great Resignation which occurred in 2021-2022 (Personio, 2024).  The Great Resignation was driven by economic and psychological shifts post pandemic, when employees’ priorities and work expectations changed (Kamal, 2022; Personio, 2024).
The Qualitative nature of this research allowed exploration of employee thought and allowed deeper understanding of the meaning that multiple employees have assigned to determinants (Myers, 2020). This research was focused on the impact of COVID-19 on employee retention at WCL, with targeted and open exploratory questions posed as part of the structured interviews to determine if COVID-19 impacted retention in WCL and explore the impact of other determinants highlighted in published literature and WCL Exit Interview feedback. 
A crucial element of this research is looking at the phenomenon from both strata’s perspectives, as each group will experience different workplace realities, which will create a variation and richness of data (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2019). 
Ultimately, this research highlighted that while COVID-19 did impact the wider workforce, its effects on WCL were limited due to the hands on, industrial nature of the manufacturing industry which WCL operates in. It meant a large proportion of employees needed to remain on site throughout the pandemic, with only a small minority of the overall workforce being able to remote work. 
Whilst 29% of WCL employees interviewed said the COVID-19 pandemic had impacted them, 62% of WCL’s employees stated that the Cost-of-Living crisis had been a determinant which made them reassess their roles, look at external opportunities and change their personal habits (Hays, 2023; Reed, 2024).  
The main reasons employees could be influenced to leave their role at WCL was as expected, with employees prioritising higher pay, shorter commute, and changes in personal circumstances and WCL’s current WFH Policy. However, a previous concern from Exit Interviews, that shift patterns could be a factor for turnover was unfounded with employees happy and accepting of this as part of their role and no substantial issues raised.
A surprising outcome from the research was the impact of the increase in NLW on WCL’s workforce. The NLW has created some discontent with employees, who feel WCL’s ‘hand was forced’ to give operatives such a big rise, rather than WCL rewarding operatives for ‘their good work’. The second and bigger impact of the NLW has been the closing of the gap between Team Leader and Supervisors with Operatives, with immediate management now unhappy that the gap has closed despite the responsibility they have. This could cause an issue for WCL if the discontent grows, and Team Leaders and Supervisors re-evaluate their position at WCL. Ultimately employees will always seek higher pay and pay will always be a factor when discussing turnover and retention.
Thematic analysis of the exploratory questions identified 3 determinants– Locality, People and Hybrid Working/WFH. 
45% of employees interviewed said locality was one of the reasons they chose to stay at WCL and 64% said locality is the reason they believed others chose to stay at WCL. Moreover, 48% surveyed said they stayed at WCL due to the ‘people’ and 67% said the people they work with is the factor they value most from their work environment. 
Locality and People are ultimately interlinked, with 69% of WCL employees living within an 8-mile radius of site (WCL, 2024c) and 33% having a relative or close friend working on site (WCL, 2024c). This is primarily due to the location of WCL and could explain why there is a lower turnover at WCL compared to other manufacturing companies (Mitchell et al, 2001). However, WCL cannot continue to rely on employees remaining at WCL due to personal social links and proximity, with WCL seeing an increase in employees leaving for roles offering hybrid working in larger organisations. 
The third theme which become apparent was Hybrid Working and WFH. 8% of WCL’s total workforce can undertake a hybrid working pattern. However, a change in the WFH policy could influence retention of those employees at WCL, with 100% of those interviewed within this research who can WFH, stating the withdrawal of the hybrid working policy would make them reevaluate their position in WCL. This shows the value placed by the function on flexible and hybrid working and could indicate the impact in other sectors and industries, where roles could lend themselves more to hybrid or remote working.  
8.1 [bookmark: _Toc165555556]Recommendations
Throughout the research focus on Organisational Equilibrium is needed, and the balance between an employee’s intention to stay by benefits offered by an organisation and the subsequent expected contribution from that employee (Kundu and Lata, 2017).  Recommendations have been numbered with priority in mind, from the outcomes of this research. 
Recommendation 1  
[bookmark: _Hlk165018021]Review current WCL pay structure post January 2024 pay increases, to ascertain rate differential between WCL Operatives and their Team Leaders/Supervisors to assess how the NLW increase has impacted the pay gap between both parties. 
As part of the pay structure review, incorporate a review of local market rates and trends to ascertain differentials to immediate competitor. This will help ensure WCL are competitive in the current volatile labour market (Price 2023).
This review will also enhance job embeddedness at WCL, with the organisation reacting to the outcomes of this research and are listening to employees’ thoughts. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165318066]Recommendation 2
This research was a cross sectional study, which give an overview of employee’s thoughts during a specific period – February 2024 (Saunders et al, 2019). Further surveys to be implemented to ascertain more insights into employee thoughts. 
‘Employee Pulse Surveys’ could provide WCL with concise feedback on wellbeing, and engagement in ‘real-time’ (Culture Monkey, 2023). Pulse Surveys could help track trends, identify issues, and gauge employee satisfaction – The suggestion would be to release the short and focused surveys on a quarterly basis (Culture Monkey, 2023).
Recommendation 3
Formalisation of the current Hybrid Working arrangement, so employees have focus and trust in the continuation of the working pattern. Formalisation of the Hybrid Working pattern would ensure each party knows what is expected and there are set expectations and targets. 
8.2 [bookmark: _Toc165555557]Limitations and Future Research
Although this research yielded interesting results, there are limitations to this study. There needs to be an acknowledgment that as this research has been carried out in 2024, employees who would have been impacted by the pandemic or issues of concern, like shift patterns, may have already left WCL. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is a relatively recent phenomenon with limited research into the impact of the pandemic on behaviours, job satisfaction and turnover intention, particularly on sectors outside of the healthcare sector (Zhu et al.,2023). 
This research is a case study solely focused on WCL (Saunders et al, 2023). Further research involving organisations within Pontardawe, and the South Wales valleys could reinforce the findings from this research or provide a comparison to analyse. Involving different sectors in the research could provide further enhancement of the data and indicate nuances between sectors. 
Alternatively, WCL could carry out further internal research of the effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Wall Colmonoy Corporation (WCC). Structured interviews across WCC’s different sites in America and Canada could help ascertain themes and patterns across all WCC and indicate differences between countries and/or US states. 
[bookmark: _Toc157182091][bookmark: _Toc165555558]9. Appendices
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9.1 Structured Interview Questionnaire  
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[bookmark: _Toc157182093][bookmark: _Hlk112500617][bookmark: _Toc165555560]9.2 Pro and Cons of different data collection methods

	Type of Data Collection
	Pros of collection method
	Cons of collection method

	Online Questionnaire 

	· Research can be carried out in own time or on an ad hoc basis. 
· Higher level of anonymity. 
	· Accessing online survey can be an issue.
· Lower response rates.
· Answers cannot be analysed or explored further.
· Cannot analyse body language 

	Face-to-face Questionnaire 
(1:1)
	· Higher response rates
· Body Language can be analysed.
· Wording of questions can be clarified.
· Answers can be explored further, or employees can be probed for more information.
· Can access all employees (employees who might not be able to access the questionnaire via phone or online)
	· Can take longer than other methods.
· Participants may have concerns about privacy and anonymity.
· Both parties need to be available in person at the same time.  
· Lack of trust could impede data collection.


	Questionnaire over the phone
	· Flexibility – Questionnaires do not need to be carried out face-to-face. 
· Private with a higher level of anonymity,
	· Both parties need to be available 
· Lower response rates 
· Cannot analyse body language 



Pro and Con table of data collection method (Myers, 2020; Macfarlan, 2022; Saunders et al, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc165555561]9.3 In depth Breakdown of Research Participants 
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Step 1: Familiarisation Understand the data collected


Step 2: Initial Codes
Analysis of data to highlight key words and/or phrases


Step 3: Generating Themes
Identify patterns from key words and/or phrases to generate themes 


Step 4: Reviewing Themes 
Review themes to emsure they are a accurate representation of data


Step 5: Defining and naming themes
Name and define each theme. 


Step 6: Write up
Write up analysis of the data collected
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Wall Colmenoy Employee Interview

Partcipant Name:
Department

Intervewer Name: Nicale Smith

Date of nterview:

Interviewer Programme of Study: M Strategic People Management

Research Learning Tutor Julie Thomas.

Employee Participant Agreement

1 agree to partcipate in this research project which villfocus on retention at Wall
Golmonoy (WGL). | understand that the aim of this research is to analyse If Covid-19
has impacted refention and ascertain reasons behind tumover at Wall Comonoy
L)

1 understand that this will involve me partipating in a short 20-minute inerview, and
that this interview wil be recorded and transcribed for use in the inferviewer's MA
programme at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

1 understand that my name or any reference to my identity will be protected and
confidentialty ensured throughout the research process and subsequent publication.
Access to interview data wil be restricted and the data used for oy the prescribed
study. | understand that | can withdrav rom this study at any ime and my contioution
removed from the data collected and subsequent analysis.

“This research will form the basis for recommendations given fo WCL regarding
‘employes tumover and retention. Al participants who have agreed to take part in this
research can be provided with feedback and outcomes of the reseach, alongside the
recommendations which have been made.

Interviewee Signature:

Interviewer Signature:
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. How long have you worked for WCL?

. Whatis your role within WCL? Is your role as you expected?

. Whatis your current shift pattern?

Are you happy with this current shift pattern? If not, can you explain why

and what your ideal shift pattern would be?

. Why o you choose to stay at WCL?

. Why do you think employees choose to stay at WCL?

. Are you happy with your pay/benefits and other incentives? If not, could
You elaborate why?
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7. Have you any suggestions on how we could improve our workplace?

8. What do you value most from your work environment?

5. Do you feel your attitudes towards work have changed since the Covid-19
pandemic?

10. Has the Cost.of-Living crisis made you re-evaluate your role at WCL or
your working lfe in general?

11.Are there any factors that could influence you to leave WCL?
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