Submission to Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee

APS Recruitment and Training

Background to Submission

This submission has been prepared by the Principals of People and Strategy Management Consulting Group, a company incorporated in Brisbane in 1994.  Each of the Principals has been employed within the public service before moving to consulting.

Our company is based in Canberra, Sydney and Brisbane, our Canberra consulting office is the largest of the three, working almost exclusively with APS clients.   Our company provides a range of training and related performance management and human resources consulting services to APS agencies.  Since much training delivery in the APS is contracted to external providers, we consider we are in a good position to make observations about trends over time.  Our primary clients within organisations are those officers responsible for co-ordinating training activities in their organisations or those making decisions about training strategy.

Our views on the issues being considered by the Committee is based on our experience consulting to and working with the APS since 1994.

Key issues

Trends in expenditure


Level of expenditure
We perceive a decline in expenditure on training.  In 1996, following substantial downsizing of the APS we observed a significant drop in the amount of training being conducted in the APS.  This drop later recovered, however since then the decline has been gradual but steady.  It appears that when finances are stretched, training is often the first activity to be cut.  

Devolution of training expenditure within Departments

One factor having an impact on the expenditure on training is the devolution of training to smaller organisational units.  This has brought about a reduction in corporate (or organisation-wide initiatives) and resulted in more piecemeal, smaller scale training programs to address localised needs.  In addition it often means that the individual responsible for co-ordinating training activities does not necessarily have expertise in training issues and approaches.

By spreading the training dollar across the organisation, there is a loss of corporate focus, potential duplication of effort and therefore the costs of designing new training materials higher and a loss of economies of scale.  A Division in a Department may spend $2500 sending four people to an external course, which could have been delivered to twenty people for less than double the cost.

Value for money

Two key developments are also having an impact on training expenditure.  The first is outsourcing.  

Most APS Departments have been outsourcing their training delivery for many years.  Except in some isolated technical areas, very few in-house trainers exist.  However, the outsourcing of human resources activities has added a layer of cost to APS agencies hiring consultants to deliver their training.  For example, one of our clients is required to engage us through their outsourced Human Resources provider.  This provider takes the brief from the Departmental representative, gives it to us, we prepare a proposal for the outsourced provider who gives it back to the Department with a significant premium on our fees. We have found that these agencies, are unable to get as much for their dollar and so there is less training and development activity taking place.

The second issue relates to the role of the PSMPC.  The PSMPC could play an important role in a number of areas relating to employment in the APS, but seems to suffer from a lack of focus. For many years now it has also operated as a broker for training activities and the need to generate revenue to sustain itself appears to have been the focus rather than making a strategic contribution to human resources issues.  In addition, by co-ordinating public courses and facilitating contracts between APS Departments and consultants it has the potential to generate significant cost savings for agencies.   However, our clients report that the premium that the PSMPC charges agencies for this service also reduces the funding available in agencies for training activities.

Tender processes

A related issue to the expenditure issue is how APS agencies select external providers to deliver their training.  Most agencies use a combination of select tender or public tender to select training consultants.  Increasingly many set up a panel of consultants every few years, which they then draw on for consultants for specific purposes.  Although we understand and acknowledge the importance of having fair tender processes to ensure a competitive environment and value for money, we find that increasingly requests for tenders are becoming very formal, complex and highly prescriptive which is resulting in a lower standard of tenders, less competition, disadvantage for small to medium enterprises and this is more costly to agencies who use us.

For example many tenders that we have recently competed for have required audited financial accounts to prove financial viability.  Apart form the privacy issues involved in having financial accounts of private companies on file within the public service, it is not generally a requirement that private companies have their accounts audited.  Another example is questions – in many tenders a specialist firm like ours may want to ask questions to help us tailor a solution more specifically using our proprietary models.  In most tenders recently we have been unable to do this as all questions are treated as public information and the responses distributed to all tenderers.  This would result in our competitive advantage being published to our competitors.  It is interesting to watch the result in the “public briefings” for tenders, as no company asks any but the most basic of questions.  The result is that questions to produce a better tender document are not asked and the best decision may not be made.  We have also found that this practice advantages those companies already working with the agency, as they have already had the opportunity to develop a working relationship with the individuals involved in the project.

A third example is the standardised format.  We understand that when evaluating a number of tenders, a standardised format can be a time saver.  However, we find that standardised formats usually do not allow for presentation of particular strengths or unique approaches.

Training methods and evaluation

There are a number of issues we would like to comment on in relation to training methods and evaluation.

Development planning for individuals

One of the positive shifts since the introduction of performance management processes, and the adoption of Investors in People standards in APS agencies is the increase in use of ‘individual development planning’.  This is a positive shift as it means that individual’s training needs are being considered and planned for in organisations.  However, one of the barriers to the effectiveness of this approach is the reduction of funds available to address training needs which have been identified.  We see many agency staff who see the process of identifying their training needs as “going through the motions” as they believe they will not get the support to participate in the identified training.  This is partly the result of poor supervisors where limited knowledge exists in the scope of development opportunity that can be identified, but the lack of funds is also having a significant impact.

The focus on identifying needs at the individual level is also getting out of balance with the identification of needs at the corporate level.  The devolution of training responsibility and funds combined with the decline of funds has resulted in a decline in agencies who have identified strategic skills requirements and implemented corporate programs to address them.  Graduate recruitment programs appear to remain the last bastion of corporate development activity in some agencies.

Articulated training

We are a Registered Training Organisation, and as such can award qualifications to course participants in accredited programs.  The process of becoming a Registered Training Organisation was a difficult one for a small organisation as the evaluation processes are designed for much larger organisations and assume a level of infrastructure that is rarely present in small private companies.  

However, we find many APS staff are interested in articulated programs.  We are currently only working with two agencies for delivery of accredited programs.  The level of formal qualification of most APS staff these days has meant that AQF 3, 4 and 5 programs seem to have little attraction.

Targeting training

A continuing problem with the delivery of training in organisations is an apparent reluctance to target training to individuals who need it.  We see in many agencies that training tends to be offered to all groups of staff, and sometimes is compulsory for all staff, whether they are a high performer, low performer or around the middle.  There would be greater value from the training dollar if agencies were more inclined to target specific groups e.g. high potential groups for development programs, and problem areas for remedial programs.  There seems to be a perception that streaming people into appropriate development programs is counter to the merit principle or Equal Employment Opportunity.   We consider that training efforts should be focused on the people who are most likely to change and return that investment back to the agency and the APS as a whole.  Alongside this change should be a focus on longer term development for complex skills such as management and leadership rather than the ‘quick fix’ of a half day course.

In most organisations we find that Senior Executives are the most reluctant to participate in training activities despite their important role in setting an example to staff that training is worthwhile investment of time.
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