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RECRUITING AND RETENTION IN THE AUSTRALIAN DEFENCE FORCE

Submission by Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Larkins, RAInf, CO 9 CSSB, Adelaide

Scope

This paper confines itself to the contemporary circumstances of the Army Reserve.

Author’s Qualifications

Lieutenant Colonel Steve Larkins is the Commanding Officer of the 9th Brigade Combat Service Support Battalion (9 CSSB, until recently known as 9 BASB) located at Warradale Barracks in suburban Adelaide, SA.  His experience spans 29 years service, encompassing three years as an infantry soldier in the Citizens Military Forces 1972-75, 20 years as an Infantry Officer in the Regular Army (1976-96) including service in SE Asia (1977) and with the UN in Rwanda (1995).  He transferred to the General Reserve in 1996 and since 1997 has served as an officer in the Active Army Reserve.

During 2000 and 20001, his unit has experienced singular success in attracting a large number of enlistment inquiries through a very pro-active and aggressive campaign which he initiated, resourced and directed.  The high level of inquiries has not translated into enlistments, which is increasingly becoming a source of great frustration.

During the past 18 months

· over 30 of his troops have served in East Timor or in Bougainville ,

· 120 served in support of the Olympic games security operations (Operation Gold) and

· 35 of his troops have transferred to the Regular Army.

In civilian life, Lieutenant Colonel Larkins is General Manager of Clements Human Resource Consultants, an SA based recruitment and HR consulting company.

 RECRUITING IS HIS PROFESSION

The Army Reserve

Differentiation between the Regular and Reserve components of the Army will become increasingly seamless over the next decade as the reality of demographics in the early 21st century finally dawn upon our bureaucrats and planners, and some of the more intransigent members of the service.

The differentiation between ‘Chockos’ and the Second AIF in WW II was always academic but it was a delineation that has persisted for far too long and caused far too many problems.  

I have always seen the Army as the ‘One Army’ described in earlier policy documents.  Unfortunately, many in the respective elements have not.  There are important differences, but the unifying factor is the permeating culture of a sense of service and purpose, comradeship and pride in their national heritage that the men and women of the Reserve and Regular Force believe in and demonstrate through protracted periods of service.

The Reserve has proven itself to be an indispensable component of the Australian Army.  Reserve personnel have played a major role in staffing operational deployments in recent years, including Cambodia, Rwanda and most recently in East Timor and Bougainville.  Our continuing deployment to East Timor cannot be sustained without an increasing Reserve participation rate in the next few years.

A very high proportion of serving regular soldiers began their military career in the Reserve.  The author was himself a Reserve soldier prior to embarking on a 20 year career in the Regular Army, and then subsequently transferring back to the Reserve in which he continues to serve.

Recruiting to the Reserve

While the Reserve and Regular (Part Time / Full Time) elements of the ‘One Army’ are very similar in many respects, there are critical differences which the recruiting strategies need to recognise if they are to be successful.  Since 1998 This Has Not Been The Case.

· Reserve service is inherently regionalised, based on the proximity of the soldier to a Reserve unit or facility.

· The centralised Defence Force Recruiting approach that has been applied to Reserve Recruiting since 1998 has been an unmitigated disaster for the Reserve, from which on current indications, it will be lucky to recover.

· While many Reservists have conventional full time paid employment, increasingly they reflect the wider workplace where permanent employment of the type taken for granted 10-15 years ago is increasingly rare.  Many are part time or contract workers, students and ‘partially employed’.  For some, the Reserve generates a considerable proportion of their disposable income.

· Their less rigid circumstances allow some to commit to the until-recently mandatory six weeks Full Time recruit training course (Common Induction Training) introduced in 1998.  However, there is still a majority for whom this is not a tenable option, demonstrated by the collapse in enlistments to the Reserve when CIT was introduced.  Diversity demands flexibility and to date it has only been forthcoming begrudgingly.

· Reserve Units are by their nature focussed on individual – low level collective training, whereas the focus of Regular units is operational capability at short notice.

· The training commitment of Regular units is high level collective and task specific.

· When soldiers arrive in a Regular unit they are fully trained and qualified for their employment category.

· Reserve soldiers are posted to their units part-qualified, with the expectation that they will acquire the necessary skills and qualifications over time.

A majority of Defence Planners (Regular Army Officers and Defence Public Servants) have no first-hand understanding of the nature of the Reserve.  The Reserve has over many years been inflicted with a succession of plans and directives that were totally inappropriate and doomed to failure.  Managing the Reserve is about recognising that one is dealing with a much less homogenous body of people than those in the Regular Army.  ‘One size fits all’ solutions and a ‘Linear Programming’ approach so beloved of military planners is inappropriate.

Most damagingly, recruiting to the Reserve has not been afforded any priority and to this day has a lower priority than recruitment to the Regular force within the ADFRU system – certainly in Adelaide at least.

Bureaucratic intransigence and inertia borne of a heavy investment of personal capital in failed schemes has only recently given way and recognised that some accommodation needed to be made if the Reserve was not to quickly become untenable.

Critical concessions have been:

Direct to Unit Recruiting was adopted in Sep 2000.  This gave Reserve Units the authority to raise their own recruiting cells and source enlistment inquiries directly.  9 CSSB established its own recruiting cell in Jun 2000 in anticipation of this change.  Staffed by a Regular Army Captain and a number of Reserve NCOs, the 9 BASB/ 9 CSSB recruiting cell has been demonstrably successful in this regard, with over 400 RTVs issued at the time of writing.

This direct affiliation between the enlistee and the unit is a critical success factor for recruitment to the Reserve.  It is analogous to the British Army where soldiers have traditionally ‘joined the Regiment - not the Army’.

Modularised Recruit Training.  This procedure allows soldiers to undertake the 7 week recruit training course in blocks of 2,3,4 and 5 weeks.  It provides some flexibility for Reserve enlistees who have full time employment.  However, it creates another set of problems by creating a pool of part-trained/qualified people who have to be intensively managed while not contributing to unit capability.  It will become a management nightmare.

We have to give Reserve enlistees flexibility through a variety of options.  More flexibility is required, particularly the inclusion of a ‘non-continuous’ component of the Recruit course to be conducted at Regional Training Centres.

These concessions could provide the basis for a successful strategy to overcome the current problems confronting the task of recruiting Reserve soldiers.

Current Situation

9 CSSB is a part of the 9th Brigade, based in SA and Tasmania, which exhibits the following statistical profile:

· The second largest Brigade in the Army Reserve, despite having the lowest priority of resources

· It produced the highest response to Operation Gold of any of the Reserve Brigades.  9 Bde soldiers arrived in Sydney fully trained and administratively prepared for an operational deployment.

· It conducted a Rifle Company Butterworth deployment in 2000, immediately before Op Gold, and will conduct another in late 2001.

· It has the best retention rate of any Reserve Brigade

· It has the highest level of enlistment inquiries of any Reserve Brigade at the moment

· It has the worst record of enlistments of any Reserve Brigade to date (since the commencement of Common Induction Training in 1998)

THERE IS CLEARLY SOMETHING WRONG BETWEEN GENRATING AN INQUIRY AND EFFECTING ENLISTMENT – THAT PART OF THE PROCESS IS CURRENTLY CENTRALLY CONTROLLED BY ADFRU-A

Under current DTU arrangements, units source inquiries, convert them to applications and then pass them to ADFRU-A.  Applications are not translating to enlistments in a reasonable time frame.

The Problem

The Centralised recruiting approach continues to fails the Reserve because:

We Are Sellers In A Buyers Market.

ADFRU have forgotten who the customer is – It Is The Candidate, Not The ADF.

· Training Command Course schedules at one stage dictated recruiting effort.  We can’t be that particular in the current environment.

· There have been instances of applicants arriving to be transported to Kapooka for recruit training with family and friends present to farewell them, only to be subjected to yet another test which some fail – the Personal Fitness Assessment or PFA.  They are therefore turned away as they are about to board the transportation and completely humiliated and let down at what should be a very positive turning point in their lives.

· This is rank stupidity on the part of those responsible

· It is the most appalling, disgraceful and insensitive lack of judgement and commonsense on the part of representatives of the ADF that I can imagine

· I would sack those responsible if they worked for me in my civilian enterprise.

· We are lucky the army has not been sued.
The ADFRU priority is Regular enlistments.  Reserve candidates sourced by the Reserve units are processed as potential Regular Defence Force candidates.  This takes too long, confuses the candidate and is an insult to the efforts of the Reserve units who are busting their collective butts to source inquiries only to see them lost inside the ADFRU system never to be seen again.  We should just get them in the door and worry about streaming them later on – many will transfer during the course of their training anyway and will continue to do so over time.

The ADFRU System Is Process Driven – They Have Lost Sight Of The Outcome.  They should be able to turn an application into an enlistment within three-four weeks maximum.  Our recruiters have to stay close to the candidate, otherwise they will lose interest and choose another option.  Our recruiting cell keeps in constant phone contact with applicants and endeavours to smooth the way on their behalf.  It is about building empathy and a bond with applicants.

Recruiting is a Sale process.  The ADRFU approach is not a pro-active sales approach.  Most ADF recruiters are not sales-people.  They sit in the ADFRU ‘gold fish bowl’ and wait for candidates / applications to arrive on their door step.  There is not a recruiting firm in the world that would be viable on that basis alone.  Reserve recruiting cells on the other hand have to go out and “hunt and kill” their own inquiries, in just the same way that my civilian recruitment staff have to sell our services to client companies.  The policy of having 

The Solution

· Give responsibility and resources for Reserve recruiting direct to the Reserve for the entire enlistment process from inquiry to attestation.

· Ensure every Reserve unit has an active recruiting cell

· Treat recruiting as a sales process and train recruiters accordingly

· Consider DPCU as ‘Dress of the Day’ for public recruitment activities.  Civilians have an unprecedented regard for the ‘cam’ uniform thanks to the media coverage of East Timor.  It is less formal and less of a barrier to communication with civilians than more formal orders of dress.  Such orders of dress are OK for formal presentations and the like, but not for streetside recruiting efforts.

· Provide more flexibility in the delivery of Induction Training for Reserve enlistees.

The result will be a win-win.  The Reserve will get more enlistees.  ADFRU can get on and concentrate on their priority – the regular Defence Forces.  The Regular Army will inevitably reap a reward through subsequent transfers from the Reserve without having to actively try and convert them at enlistment.  Best of all we won’t have to pay an organization like Manpower Defence Recruiting a $5,000 bounty for each enlistment.

RETENTION

Army keeps banging on about how people are its most important resource, yet time and again demonstrates no commitment to this mantra through insensitive handling and management of its human resources.  A number of key examples are addressed below:

De-Motivation – Post Recruit Training.  There is a problem with soldiers who have completed recruit training being held at Training Command Schools awaiting trade-qualifying courses.  This is a guaranteed mechanism to create disillusioned people at the wrong end of their Army careers.

The Reserve offers flexibility that Training Command Schools cannot provide.  At any given time, it can be safely assumed that somewhere in Australia, a Reserve Brigade is conducting or supporting the conduct of trade courses such as C2 drivers (Landrover 110 and Unimog).  It should be possible to panel ARA soldiers awaiting trade courses onto such programs.  It provides effective use of their time and the resources committed to the courses by ensuring that full course panels are achieved.

By way of example, 9 BASB / 9CSSB recently fostered 10 pre-IET trainees from ALTC.  They were fully employed in support of a unit courses camp conducted during May 2001 and a number will return to ALTC with some basic licence codes.

Operational Fatigue.  Army in particular has a prolonged commitment to East Timor for the foreseeable future.  The Regular component of Army will not be able to sustain the level of commitment required to meet these demands.  The Reserve is already being warned out to supplement the Regular force in the medium term.

The Reserve offers Army another option to help meet the demands of extended operational commitments.  With the bulk of the Army located in Australia’s north, the prospects of time away from a continual ‘operational focus’ are limited.  Following a major deployment, it has become commonplace for soldiers to leave the service.

Rather than outright discharge, soldiers contemplating such a course of action might be offered a Reserve posting in the location of their choice.  Such a posting could be made conditional on their committing to, say, 50 days Reserve service per year for two years., During that time they should be allowed to take paid employment outside the service.  At the two-year mark, provided they have provided satisfactory service, they may then be posted back to a Regular unit, continue their Reserve commitment or transfer to the inactive Reserve.  Issues relating to access to service housing and the like might also be considered. 

Management of Medical Dischargees.  Army is notorious for discharging people on medical grounds on the basis that they are no longer deployable.  The perceived ruthlessness of this approach is becoming something of an issue.  The fact that such people are turned out of the service in seemingly increasing numbers is casuing considerable unease among those still serving.

There are options to better manage such people.  The first is to determine is they might reasonably and effectively employed elsewhere in the service, even for a limited period.  Given universal shortages of personnel there would seem to be considerable scope for this.

If it is apparent that the person has limited tenure in the ADF, then a more substantial outplacement process ought to be considered.  It typically might entail:

· Psychometric profiling

· A matching of medical restrictions against a position-description database.

· These two results are blended to develop a profile of the kinds of positions in which the dischargee might reasonably expect to find employment consistent with any medical restrictions.

· Support in the form of resume preparation, career/vocational guidance counselling, and the conduct of interview technique / advertisement response and related employment-seeking marketing techniques.

In my civilian employment, my company provides services of this kind in support of the State Workcover system.  It is proving to be successful, and if applied in the case of Service personnel would at least create the impression that the individual is being supported rather than abandoned as is the current perception.  A total cost of the order of $2,000 could be funded out of the severance payments, DVA pension applicable to each candidate.

Conclusion

The Army Reserve has some unique characteristics that need to be acknowledged if recruiting results are to be improved.

Flexibility and a customer focus have to feature prominently in any strategy to boost enlistments to the Reserve.

Giving individual units the responsibility and resources to source candidates for Direct to Unit Enlistment was a good first step but the principle needs to be taken further so that the whole process can be handled with in the Reserve organsiation.

Leave ADFRUs with the responsibility for regular ADF recruitment and let the Reserve invest in its own future and take responsibility for Reserve enlistments to common standards.

There are a number of steps that should be considered to improve retention of serving members.  The Reserve offers opportunities that should be further investigated and refined.

In the future, the difference between the Reserve and Regular force will become increasingly seamless.  Such a trend is commendable, logical and in fact inevitable given trends in the wider working environment and demographics in the community and the attendant implications for the Defence Force.  The Defence Force is not separate to the community it serves and is drawn from – rather it is an extension of it.  It therefore needs Human Resource management systems that are forward thinking, flexible and responsive.  Above all we have to remember who the customer is when working in an environment of voluntary service – it is the candidate, not the ADF.
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