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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Recruitment and Consulting Services Association (RCSA) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission the Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee.  This document provides the RCSA’s view on the Australian Public Service (APS) with particular attention to recruitment.

As the leading industry body representing over 3200 members, and in an industry that has more that serves both the public and private sector, we believe the RCSA can contribute value to the inquiry.

RCSA members provide recruitment and contracting services the Federal Government and as such we believe we have an understanding of the requirements of the sector and the challenges it faces.

The RCSA supports many of the initiatives that the APS has undertaken in terms of diversity, workplace safety and workplace flexibility – in fact it is a model for the private sector in many ways.  In particular, the RCSA applauds the APS for its policies on workplace flexibility which is a key issue facing the employment sector globally.

The continued growth of flexible work in Australia, and the rest of the world, is a direct reflection of market forces and changing social dynamics. 

This paper provides a brief overview of our understanding of the Australian Public Service and the issues it faces.

The RCSA is keen to address concerns relating to the Merit Protection System and the issue of recruiting and maintaining young people in the APS.

The RCSA seeks to develop a good working relationship with the Australian Public Service and the Human Resource managers in each Government agency so that we provide insight into industry trends and advice on policy development.

THE RECRUITMENT CONSULTING SERVICES ASSOCIATION

The RCSA is the peak body for the recruitment and consulting services industry throughout Australia and New Zealand.  The RCSA is a not-for-profit association that is managed by a Board of Directors. 

The central focus of the RCSA is ‘To represent and serve the interests of members for the increased profile and professionalism of the industry’.

The RCSA’s 3200 members in Australia and New Zealand include multi-national companies, single consultancies, and individual practitioners operating within a recruitment consultancy. 

The association is instrumental in setting the professional standards, educating and developing member skills, monitoring industry participant performance and working with legislators to formulate the future. Members are kept up-to-date on information regarding best practice techniques, resources and technological innovation, along with legislative changes impacting on employment.

The RCSA also acts as a lobbying voice, representing its members on issues that impact upon the industry. It has a strong relationship with the public and private sector. 

There are three main types of member organisations in the RCSA – On-hired Employee Services and On-hired Contractor Services, Employment Consulting Services and Recruitment Services.  

The RCSA and The Federal Government

RCSA members provide recruitment and human resources consulting services to the Australian Federal Government and its relevant agencies.  Likewise, RCSA members also service the Government agencies in all states and territories.

RCSA members provide full time and temporary employment for all levels of the public service and many are Government endorsed suppliers.

The RCSA has a very good working relationship with JobSearch in the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, with significant numbers of members using the website to lodge vacancies, already 347 members have used the site since September 2000.  

THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE

In the same year as Australia’s Federation, the Australia Public Service was born.  It is an employment force dedicated to acting out the policy of Government and providing a service to all Australians.

Celebrating its 100 year anniversary last year the Australian Public Service has often been at the leading edge of employment reform and creating workplace that leads the industry in terms of workplace safety, employee empowerment and flexible employment.

The diversity includes employees who are nurses, lawyers, engineers, scientists and business analysts.  In 2001, the Australian Public Service Bulletin stated that there were 1,118, 644 employees in the Service.  According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the public sector provides 17% of Australia’s total employment
.

The Australian Public Service, like every other workforce in Australian is changing in responding changing lifestyle of its employees and an ageing population.

Ageing workforce and young employees

As the baby boomer generation retire, Australia is bracing itself for a paradigm shift as a large proportion of the workforce departs from the income-earning sector.  

The Australian Public Service is a true reflection of Australia’s changing demographic and changing employment needs.  The Service is renowned for its ability to retain long serving employees and it has seen the medium age of its workforce increase.  “At June 2001, the median age … for men was 43 years compared with 39 for women. Comparison at June 1992 was 38 years for men, 33 years for women.  The ageing of the APS is further reflected in the number of young people employed.  At June 1992 there were 14,023 people under the age of 25.  By June 2001 this number had dropped to 5053.” 

Two issues are highlighted here – there will shortly be a departure of longer serving employees from the APS as they reach retirement, and secondly a new generation of younger Australians are not moving into the Service to level out the age balance.

Research by the Public Service and Merit Protection Commission research noticed that those young people who join the APS are not staying for long and in fact they are the largest age group to resign.  

“People who resigned from the APS during 2000-01 were on average, younger than the total APS while those retrenched were older. In 2000-01 23% of resignations were in the 25 to 29 age”
.  

It is interesting to note that the group with the highest number of retrenchments (27%) was in the 50 to 54 age group.

Outsourcing

Outsourcing has been a key force to reshaping the public and private sector.  The premise is based on the concept that an organisation should concentrate on its core capabilities and outsource non-core capabilities.  This management technique has been adopted by the Australian Public Service who are now outsourcing non-core activities to private companies.

One of these outsourced services has been recruitment. Already large Government agencies have outsourced their recruitment functions including The Australian Tax Office and Child Support Agency.

 “Agencies must ensure that their providers apply workplace diversity principles to all their human resources function and must evaluate whether their provider has been successful in applying them”
.

For example, the Centrelink Call Centre in Townsville has used an Indigenous human resources consultant to advise them on issues surrounding indigenous recruitment
.  
The industry is pleased to find that the pspmpc wrote, “none of the agencies that had outsourced their human resources services or recruitment processes had concerns about whether their outsourced provider was putting the APS values and workplace diversity principles into practice”
.  
It is interesting to note that following discussion with our members that Government agencies often outsource to recruitment suppliers who are not Government endorsed.  This creates an inconsistency on the Government’s behalf in its dealing with suppliers, and likewise mixed message as to the value of going through the Government endorsement process.

Work/Life Balance

Achieving a balance between work commitments and personal life is an issue faced by many employees.  The APS is recognised as supportive of a flexible workforce through initiating flexi-time, excellent leave arrangements and parental leave.

Increasingly the RCSA is noting that people of all levels of an organisation are not only motivated by salary but through reward, recognition and a choice of lifestyle.  The APS has worked well to develop employee empowering policies.

“It is now recognised in Australia and internationally and by private and public sector employers that a diverse workforce will only perform to its full potential if there are initiatives in place to assist employees to achieve work, life and family balance”

The Hon Dr David Kemp, MP, Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for the Public Service at the 2000 APS Workplace Diversity Awards reiterated this message that “APS agencies should have working conditions and flexible leave arrangement that assist staff in managing the balance between personal, family and work commitments.  It is recognised that ‘personal’ responsibilities go beyond childcare needs and the response required more than allowing a few people to work part time”.

It is impressive to note that The Department of Finance and Administration use the slogan ‘Life is all about Balance’ to promote their workplace.

In mid 2001, the RCSA surveyed 5500 people in conjunction with monster.com to find out what was attractive about outsourced work – the majority responded with flexibility (39%) and diversity (30%)
.  

These findings reiterate research conducted by PriceWaterhouseCoopers of university graduates found that work life balance was the “key driver of choice of employer for 45% surveyed and salary for 22%
.  Similarly AMP research found that their focus on creating family-friendly workplace created a 400% return in the form of lower staff turnover and high productivity

The attraction of flexibility employment has been reflected in the increased number of APS employees working part-time.  “The proportion of ongoing employees working part-time in the APS has increased over the last ten years, from 3.0% at 30 June 1992, to 8.1% at 30 June 2001.  A major factor in the increase was the removal of restrictions on the use of ongoing part-time staff which were included in many awards and enterprise agreements until the mid to late 1980s”
.

Public Sector attracting candidates
Other research is showing the public service as become more attractive as it takes on private sector management style and salaries.

“An increasing number of candidates are now looking for job security and are attracted to position with the public sector as a result… greater commercial awareness has also resulted in an increase in public sector salaries to private sector levels.  Increasing pressure to cut costs and ‘operate more like a business’ has led to it employing more staff from private sector environments to ensure the division operates more commercially.  In order to secure these professional, government departments are having to pay market rates”
.

Rural and regional Australia

A key concern for the Federal Government is to encourage employment opportunities across the country and particularly in rural and regional Australia.  Through decentralising the APS across the country this ensures that employees can stay close to their home while enjoying a challenging career with the APS.  

Technology provides employees with access to information and their colleagues they can be based anywhere in the country and, in theory, should be able to work as though they were in Canberra.  

RCSA COMMENT

Why do people join the public service

Through the RCSA’s informal discussions with public servants and our experience in recruiting candidates to the public service the following has been identified as the key factors in attracting people to the public service:

· Now seen as openly competitive – no jobs for the boys

· Public service image has improved over the past ten (10) years, not so much a slow moving giant

· Clear career path

· Large organisation with opportunities to move across departments and move through many levels of seniority

· Opportunities for ongoing professional development through training and education

· Motivated on altruistic grounds to service or give back to the community (particularly prevalent in Health and Education)

· An interest in Government and policy development

Why do they not join

The following are some of the reasons while candidates decide not to pursue a career in the public service.
· Perception of a low respected job by the broader community

· Seen as boring, bland and providing little challenge

· Majority of positions in Canberra – requiring people to relocate

· Slow moving process that obfuscates initiative

· Lack of understanding of the diversity of roles within the APS

· Limited opportunities for rapid promotion

· Employees are rewarded for longevity nor ingenuity

· Those who start their career in the public service may find it difficult to move to the private sector

· Commercial salaries are often more appealing and performance related

Why are young people leaving the Public Service

Through our search for applicants and through conducting exit interviews, we have gathered the following insights into why people, especially young people leave the public service.

· There is a bottleneck in the hierarchy that prevent talented young people from progressing up the ranks.

· Unrealistic career opportunities are presented to graduates, who later realise that their ascension up the bureaucracy may not be as speedy as initially thought due to the number of people applying for senior positions and the limited positions available.

· Unsatisfying and unchallenging work

· Public sector has limited ability or will to fast track progression or customise career growth for high performers

· The mindset of “we can’t do that” wears people down and minimises enthusiasm 

· Your first employer is not going to be your life employer (note: this is reflected in the private sector as well)

There are several reasons why people leave a job.  Research conducted by RCSA member, Spherion found that “ 23% of people changing careers believe job satisfaction is the most influential factor in their decision. Other reasons given for changing careers were finding more challenging work (16%), job security (12%), flexible working hours (7%) and working with good people (6%)”
.  

A holistic view is required to determine why the APS is losing young employees. Outsourcing in the APS has resulted in many of the functions containing junior entry level roles no longer being statistically recorded as APS roles but rather private sector statistics.

It is necessary for the APS to consider how you should reward staff – capability is as much a factor as years of service.

The Merit Protection System

Concerns have been raised by RCSA members that the practice of the APS to use a recruitment supplier to find a contractor for the Government agency, who is then offered a full time job in the same role does not follow industry practice.  In the private sector where this occurs, the client pays a release fee to the recruitment agency to take on the employee full time and as recompense for lost earnings by the recruitment firm.  No such arrangement occurs with the APS.

In order to follow the Merit Protection Scheme the position must be fully advertised and a rigorous and expensive process of selection undertaken to make the appointment.  In many cases the contractor wins the role.  The RCSA understands that the APS is designed to ensure that all interested candidates can apply for the position.  However our concern is that a detailed search was already undertaken to find the contractor who has already successfully filled the role, and if the position was intended to go full time then the RCSA member should be used to select full time candidates.

The RCSA would like to propose the following ideas to the APS: 

a) That an RCSA member who is used to placed the contractor also searches for the full-time position (which would be more cost effective)

b) That the APS advise the RCSA member if the contract position could go full time, therefore enabling the RCSA members to interview and select candidates accordingly

c) That the APS adjust the Merit Protection scheme so that when contractors become full time employees, a release fee is paid to the RCSA member

Moving Forward

As Australia’s leading industry body on employment, the RCSA believes that it is well positioned to provide advice and counsel to the APS in order to attract and keep the best applicants.

RCSA members often partner with several organisations to help them achieve their human resources and business objectives.  The is done through either managing their outsourced Human Resources department, managing recruitment, providing advice on training and workplace issues.  

In South Australia for example, State Government departments engage external consultants to facilitate all or some of the recruitment process including internal candidate assessment.  This can also include casual or temporary staff provision with youth placement targets.

The RCSA believes that it can work with the APS to develop either a working party or taskforce that could lead to a variety of solutions from revising the panel concept, attracting graduates or focusing on the internal HR practices currently in place.

Employment and career opportunities for young people

The RCSA is willing to work with Government to develop a campaign to encourage young people to join the public service.  The industry already works on graduate intake programs and recruiting employees across all industries in all manner of employment arrangements (ie. full, part time, contract) so that RCSA could add significant value to the Government agencies in partnership with them.  

However, based on the cursory findings on why young people leave the public service, it could be suggested that changes are required with the Australia Public Service management structure and culture to provide increased mobility, challenge and reward for effort.  The RCSA believes that a recruitment drive to change perceptions of the public service will not ‘stop a leaking bucket’ of resignations by young APS employees, unless it is supported by internal change. 

Enhancing the outsourced solutions

The majority of the work that the employment services industry provides to the APS is in the form of placement of contract employees.  These time specific, or contract positions are only a facet of the skills set of this industry.  The RCSA is keen to work with APS to find opportunities with the industry to assist with permanent placements.  RCSA members are used by the private sector to add value, to streamline the recruitment process and to save their clients time and money.  We believe that we provide similar value to the APS.

Similarly, the advantage of using a recruitment agency is that they the can screen candidates for various positions and be job match appropriately rather than applicants going for a position that may not suit them.  As recruitment agencies specialise in a sector they will build up a pool of applicants suitable for positions reducing the need to constantly advertising for every new position.

Rural and Regional Australia

RCSA members are located through Australia main capital cities and country centres.  This national coverage also means the RCSA is tapped into the employment opportunities and network of contract and job seekers

CONCLUSION

The RCSA has a broad understanding of the issues facing the Australian Public Service.  The Association believes that some of the internal policies, in respect of developing a flexible workforce is leading many private organisations.

The RCSA is keen to work with the APS to ensure that it continues a gain and hold young employees. 

The RCSA already has a strong working relationship with the Federal Government and several agencies.  We would look forward to working with the APS to develop the employment opportunities of Australians, by providing the industry specialist skills required to ensure the effective implementation of the on-hire employment and recruitment services industry.
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