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An innovative Talent Management approach in Sandwell Council 
 
The Organisation: 
Sandwell Council employs 5,000 people. It spans a densely populated part of the 
Black Country and the West Midlands conurbation: comprising of six towns 
Oldbury; Rowley Regis; Smethwick; Tipton; Wednesbury, and West Bromwich.  
 
The context: 
Sandwell Council like other councils are experiences financial pressures. It has 
been suggested that up to 36% of existing council positions will cease to exist 
over time, the impact of this will see the council looking very different over the 
next few years. Although the political and economic landscapes are uncertain, it 
is clear that more will need to be delivered with substantially less money. 
Identifying and developing the workforce for a new organisation is vital to the 
council’s future success.   
 
Despite the budget cuts, a deceasing aging workforce and increased workload 
investing in talent is high priority. Talent management is sponsored corporately 
the focus is to grow our own talent. Nominations come from managers and/or 
individuals. Careers are managed by the individual and supported by the council. 
The approach is currently a slow pipeline. Leading the Talent Management 
approach is a project team from different disciplines.  
 
Our Talent Management strategy is series of HR interventions/awards such as 
the council being awarded IiP Bronze accreditation. These have been designed 
to enhance existing measures and improve the council’s resilience against the 
impact on the workforce of further budget cuts. It includes the introduction of 
innovative ways of addressing the norm of restructuring, and reducing the cost to 
the council of downsizing, while safeguarding future services by retaining 
talented employees.   
 
Benefits for the organisation to be realised, the potential for significant cost 
avoidance, for example, in the two year period 2011-13, 263 employees aged 
over 55 years were made redundant receiving an average redundancy payment 
of £15,000. This cost the Council just under £4 million.   
 
If redundancy costs for just 10% of the employees who might retire in the next 2 
years are avoided, the Council avoids spending £1.7million. For this reason, 
future exit strategies will include a planned leavers register, linked to talent 
development. If this approach proves to continue to be successful and make the 
savings forecasted this could change the council’s traditional approach to 
restructuring and resourcing. For every 66 employees who leave through the 
planned leavers register the council will save a million pound…… 
 
There are also direct links to recruitment and our future approach will include a 
focus on in-sourcing– by drawing recruits from the internal talent pool.    
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Investing in the future: 
In 2013 work started to develop our approach to Talent Management. It is fair to 
say we began without a documented strategy although we had developed lots of 
ideas, ran focus groups with stakeholders and knew we wanted to achieve: 

• a supply of internal future leaders  

• identify those at an organisational level with potential and higher levels of 
performance for future projects, assignments and succession roles 

• to fast track talent into service specific key critical roles, key organisational 
projects and leadership roles 

• utilise skills, experience, motivation and ambition more generic and 
flexible across the council 

• retain employees who have high potential and are known for making a 
difference to organisational performance 

• insight into the critical roles to agree a resourcing approach  

• support top tier appointments 

• work with individuals and service areas to manage talent moves as 
appropriate 

• positioning employees ready to “step into the shoes” of the outgoing 
employees at the point of their retirement. 

• connect Talent Management with other HR processes e.g. Insourcing, 
Leavers Register, Employee Appraisals, L&D interventions, Succession 
planning, Reward and Recognition. 

 
Engaging with stakeholders 
We held various focus groups on the subject of talent with the aim of capturing 
thoughts and ideas from a range of Employees, Managers and Directors. 
Feedback from employees and managers was summarised using the heading 
below: 

• what talent means to you 

• what makes a good organisational talent approach 

• how do we identify, develop and recognise talent 

• what are the attitudes, skills and behaviours required from our talent 

• what needs to happen to create a culture of talent development. 
 
Feedback from Directors was summarised using the three questions below: 

1. What does talent management mean in your area of work and what would 
you expect to get out of this 

2. What % of your Directorate would you say is top exceeds/middle meets/ 
bottom under-utilised 

3. How willing would you be to release this talent from your teams to work on 
other council projects/priorities? (At the same time, enabling them to 
further develop their knowledge, skills and experience) 

Feedback in general people felt that a talent scheme should offer the following: 

• Development opportunities 

• Utilisation of people’s skills, knowledge, experience (strengths) that are 
rewarded and recognised 
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• Sharing of our people resource (best person for the job) 

• Career progression (enhanced career opportunities) 

• Opportunity to maintain and sustain motivation, energy, and commitment 

• A psychological contract between the council and employees 

• A philosophy of we value your performance contributions 
Feedback from this engagement has contributed to the talent management 
design. 
 
What have we done so far? 
 
We have worked closely with the following organisations to develop a talent 
programme that is robust sustainable with rigor and helps achieve our outcomes: 

• IBM- Talent competency tracking system/Succession Planning 

• FranklinCovey- x 2 Development programmes first one is 7 Habits of 
highly effective people and the second is Great Leaders Great teams 
Great Results. 

• KenBlanchard- Situational Leadership SLII Experience 

• TalentQ – Talent Profiling/Psychometric testing/aptitude testing 

• PP&M Ltd- Employee Benefits 

• Connexions 

• Nichola McKay Associates 
 
We started with the chief executive inviting all employees to nominate 
themselves on to the talent connect programme. To date 269 employees are 
being developed for future succession.  
 
HR business partners are working in collaboration with service managers to 
identify potential candidates who may be looking at leaving the council due to 
retirement to date 250 employees have been identified here which if we recruit 
internally to these roles the council will achieve the saving forecasted.  
 
Areas we are taking a closer look at over the next 12 months 
 

• Working on a planned leavers register 

• Working with those employees on the Talent Connect programme to tell 
their stories about their experiences. 

• Developing a jobs promise for all employees.  

• Looking at who is filling the roles from the planned leavers register.  

• Reviewing who has the potential to fill the roles identified from the leavers 
register in the future and what development may be needed. 

• Working to understand what readiness looks like as well as performance 
and potential.  

• Capturing the organisations top 10% HiPo’s and 15- 20% high performers 
ensuring these are validated and supported through the talent 
management process. 
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• Keeping the talent in functional and professional groups well engaged and 
developed, as well as generic management and leadership roles. 

• Developing the skills and capabilities of line managers of the talent so that 
they can develop and engage their talent. 

• educating managers on what how to recognise talent how to conduct 
talent conversations and the benefits of having these focusing on 
motivation, development, career aspirations and ambitions 

 
We have identified the following risks which we are currently mitigating against: 

• the process may be divisive 

• raising employees expectations which we may not be able to meet 

• budget/time 

• this is a long term investment so it may be hard to show return on 
investment in the short term 

• the identified talent may become increasingly attractive to the external, so 
we may lose a % 

 
We have identified the following Workforce challenges which have been the 
reason for our Talent Management focus….  

• minimising compulsory redundancies and reducing the consequential 
financial burden that this imposes on the council 

• reducing the number of employees working for the council, including de-
layering the management structure 

• ensuring the council has the ability to replace the skills they may lose 
through headcount reductions 

• developing a more generic workforce, allowing service areas to work more 
flexibly to achieve the council’s priorities 

• maintaining employee morale through times of significant change where 
job security may be threatened 

• ensuring the council understands the demographics of the current 
workforce to enable appropriate retention and engagement of employees 

• developing awareness of the changing demands placed on the council 
and how this can impact on our workforce: 

Children’s Social Care   
Increased demand for welfare 
Localism  
NEETS youth employment in the borough/West Midlands 
Helping school and college leavers (local apprenticeships) 

 
Impact  
Through a clear, agreed strategic approach, we are helping the council to 
respond to current, and prepare for future, workforce challenges. We are doing 
this through a spectrum of new people management practices, the council is 
already successfully managing complex re-sizing and re-shaping, whilst 
sustaining employee engagement and motivation.  
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For more information, please visit http://www.ppma.org.uk or contact Adam 
Feather adam.feather@wiltshire.gov.uk   
 
 
 
PLEASE EMAIL YOUR COMPLETED SUBMISSION TO 
ADMIN@PPMA.ORG.UK  
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