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SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE – APS RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING

The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) strives for effective and streamlined recruitment processes and a training environment that enables employees to pursue relevant personal and professional development opportunities.  The department aims to recruit and develop highly skilled and committed staff, in order to achieve sound and well coordinated government policies, programmes and decision-making processes.

The department recruits staff from both the public and private sectors to meet specific staffing requirements including an annual intake of Graduate APS employees.  All employees negotiate specific training/development goals as part of the Performance Appraisal and Development Scheme and Graduate APS employees complete a specialised training programme during their first year of service with the department.

Recruitment 

Staff turnover is traditionally quite high in PM&C, notably in the economic, social and international policy divisions, because line department policy specialists frequently seek to gain a few years’ experience in a central agency and exposure to Cabinet processes.  To illustrate, two thirds of current SES officers were recruited either from other APS or State government agencies.  Many of these appointments involved movements at level rather than promotions for the officers involved.  This pattern of staffing is mutually beneficial to the department, individual officers and the broader APS.  It follows that effective recruitment arrangements are important to the overall management of PM&C.

While the great majority of PM&C staff are recruited from the APS, some are recruited from state governments and the private sector.  Notably, the CHOGM Taskforce that reached a total staff of 117 immediately before the meeting at Coolum in March 2002 included 78 non-ongoing employees from the private sector.

The department has taken advantage of the flexibilities available under the Public Service Act 1999 and the Workplace Relations Act 1996 to attract and retain employees with high potential.  The changes introduced through the Public Service Act 1999 have reduced the complexity of the recruitment process in the department with consequent reductions in resources required to manage individual recruitment processes and the time taken to complete selection exercises.    Where appropriate, the department will now keep active the list of candidates from a selection process and continue to use this list for recruitment actions, should the original candidate move on to a new opportunity.  The department will also, on occasions, select employees on the basis of the applications submitted rather than conduct interviews, where there is a clear and demonstrable case to do so. The department is unaware of any diminution in the quality or fairness of the recruitment process.  During the period 1 April 2001 to 31 March 2002, there were no appeals lodged against promotions or requests for review of action.

The greater flexibility offered through Certified Agreements, Australian Workplace Agreements and remuneration packaging assists in the attraction and retention of employees.  These have built upon earlier initiatives so that the department is now able to negotiate with its staff, within reasonably broad parameters, to create an environment, which addresses their needs as well as those of the department.  For example remuneration tailored to addressed labour market factors; department specific studies assistance guidelines; home‑based work arrangements; an employee assistance programme, assistance for nursing mothers and leave provisions more closely relevant to its staff have all been put in place.

Recruitment is managed in‑house although executive search agencies have been used in some instances, such as for the head of OSW and certain corporate support positions.  Recruitment decisions in the department are delegated to line managers with support provided through a centralised policy and process support unit.

The department uses the Internet and the press to promote PM&C as an employer and to engage potential employees.  The Internet is used to advertise job vacancies and provide information to those interested in exploring employment opportunities via this medium.  

The department maintains an active graduate recruitment programme, recruiting between eight to twelve graduates each year.  The academic achievements of our graduates has been consistently high.  During their first year graduates undertake a mix of formal and on the job training focussed on developing their skills as policy advisers.

Training 

While corporate responsibility is retained for matters such as occupational health and safety and the management of the performance appraisal and development scheme, primary responsibility for staff development has been devolved to work units and to the individual.  Training is one component of the agreement that is negotiated each year between an employee and his or her manager.  Senior management actively encourages employees and supervisors to examine options that best suit individual’s training and development requirements.  The commitment of both employees and their managers is essential to the achievement of agreed training goals in the employee’s performance agreement.  

The marketplace now offers a wide choice of competitively priced training options.  The department has also entered into partnerships with other agencies with similar training and development objectives in order to generate economies of scale and to influence the training market.  An example of this has been our graduate programme in which four agencies including PM&C, work together to deliver a range of specialised training.

Looking Ahead 

There appears to be scope to advance the use of e-learning in the APS and more particularly in this department.  Although the effectiveness of e-learning has still to be measured fully (we have not attempted to do this), the use of online technology in this field is now becoming more viable, both from a cost and technology perspective.  Use of centres such as www.tmslearnonline.com enable the development of specific training and development programmes for agencies.  The department recognises that there are advantages in an e-learning approach to training and development.  From our perspective these include: 

· training being tailored to an employee’s individual needs and circumstances while being monitored through the performance appraisal and development process;

· individuals would assume greater ownership of their training requirements;

· less time spent out of the workplace as, on occasions, staff would undertake the training at their desks rather than leave the workplace to attend a training programme; and

· more flexible scheduling reducing the impact of training on workflow.

The key issue for employees and managers would be a commitment to ensure that the training/development activity actually takes place.

The department’s success with the use of consortia to deliver training and development programmes for our graduate employees suggests that these potentially offer economies of scale as well as greater flexibility and broad-based service delivery options.

Summary

The department has achieved efficiencies in its management of recruitment and training which have benefited both it and the staff.  These efficiencies have arisen from the developments in the legislative framework and in the available technology which have improved the effectiveness of department’s communications with staff and potential recruits.  In turn these have enhanced its ability to effectively introduce innovations that build upon best practice both in Australia and overseas.

The department has not adopted all the innovations potentially available, some because they offer little value to this agency once cost and other factors are taken into account.  It will continue to seek out best practice in recruitment and training as it does in other fields because in the final analysis departmental performance depends crucially on the final analysis upon the quality of its staff.
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