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This report has been prepared consequent to an examination conducted under section 80 of the Financial 
Administration and Audit Act 1985 for submission to Parliament under the provisions of section 95 of the 
Act.

Performance Examinations are an integral part of the overall Performance Auditing program and seek to 
provide Parliament with assessments of the effectiveness and effi ciency of public sector programs and 
activities thereby identifying opportunities for improved performance.

The information provided through this approach will, I am sure, assist Parliament in better evaluating 
agency performance and enhance Parliamentary decision-making to the benefi t of all Western Australians.
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AUDITOR GENERAL
21 June 2006
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 Deliberate and proactive management of the public service workforce is essential to 
maintain and improve the quality of government services.  This is especially challenging 
during times of change – when the State’s economy is growing and the labour pool is 
shrinking. Workforce management is a diffi cult and complex area, but worrying signs are 
evident. Informed debate that leads to action is required. My intention is that this report 
be the catalyst for such a debate, and a prompt to revisit the approach to public service 
workforce management.

 The biggest issue is a lack of clear leadership for management of the public service as 
a whole. This is evident from the lack of concerted, whole-of-government response to 
the many reviews over recent years that have identifi ed weaknesses in public service 
workforce arrangements.

 There has been a transition from a centralised rules-based human resource management 
system to one that is signifi cantly decentralised and principles-based. CEOs are responsible 
for employment and human resource management in their respective agencies. The 
devolved management of the public service makes it more challenging for central agencies 
to shape practices and to achieve a cohesive whole. Nevertheless, there is a perception that 
there is too much central control and not enough coordination and practical support.

 Workforce management is weighed down by bureaucratic controls that have accumulated 
over time, and that are perceived by agencies as not contributing to improved management 
of public services. I note a lack of accountability for many of the existing policy 
instruments being used. For example, central agency approval is required to place 
a standard advertisement which may save a few hundred dollars in the short term, but 
could adversely affect the calibre of person appointed, which can involve a forward salary 
commitment of some millions of dollars. Agencies must satisfy convoluted provisions 
when seeking central agency approvals to offer attraction and retention allowances, but 
there is no equivalent accountability for the decisions made by the central agencies.

 In hindsight, it seems that there has been an under-investment in the public service 
workforce over the past 20 years, at both the leadership and entry levels. The major 
focus during the 1990s was on making the public service leaner and meaner. Priority was 
given to reforms such as increased use of contractors and not-for-profi t organisations; 
restructuring, amalgamating and splitting agencies; shifting individual agency corporate 
services to shared service centres; and procurement reform. While each of these has merit 
in itself, the challenge of ensuring that there are motivated, capable staff and an alignment 
between services, outcomes and workforce management has gone largely unaddressed.

 I am thus urging the government, members of Parliament and the wider community to 
recognise the fundamental importance of, and very high expectations placed on the public 
service. There needs to be a re-think about how best to provide a management framework 
that delivers coordinated responses and high-quality services into the future.

Auditor General’s Perspective

HELP WANTED: PUBLIC SERVICE WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT

4      AUDITOR GENERAL for Western Australia



HELP WANTED: PUBLIC SERVICE WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT

AUDITOR GENERAL for Western Australia    5

What Th is Examination Is About
 The Western Australian public service is signifi cant in the context of both government 

spending and government’s capacity to deliver services. Salaries are one of the largest 
items of government expenditure, representing approximately 45 per cent of the annual 
budget of most government agencies. Around 25 000 public servants are employed across 
69 government agencies in a range of jobs such as social workers, safety and environment 
inspectors, scientists, accountants, planners, engineers, managers and administrators. They 
are critical to delivering services to the community and business; they regulate key aspects 
of the economy and the environment, as well as plan and administer the State’s education, 
health, and justice systems. They make up nearly 20 per cent of the total government 
workforce and are differentiated from other groups of government workers by legislation 
and their industrial agreement. 

 This report aims to draw attention to the growing problems government agencies are 
experiencing in managing the public service workforce. The report draws heavily upon 
advice from CEOs and human resource managers. It focuses on individual agencies’ 
workforce recruitment and selection practices, as well as the role of central government 
agencies in managing the public service workforce as a whole.

Key Findings
 There are signifi cant opportunities to improve the effi ciency and effectiveness of public 

service workforce management in WA. In particular, there has been inadequate response to 
the tight labour market and changing workforce demographics and a lack of evaluation of 
the effectiveness of some workforce policies. This situation has contributed to diffi culties 
in attracting and retaining public servants and consequently has affected the delivery of 
services in some critical areas. Our key fi ndings are:

  Government agencies are struggling to attract and retain staff. This is causing 
serious delays in the delivery of some services and in the implementation of critical 
new government initiatives. 

  Central government controls and the human resource practices of government 
agencies contribute to attraction and retention problems. 

  There has been little coordinated response to identifi ed workforce issues such as the 
ageing workforce and anticipated skill shortages.

  There is little accountability for central government workforce controls that limit the 
capacity of agencies to attract and retain skilled staff.

Executive Summary
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 Since the completion of audit fi eldwork, central government agencies have begun to 
address some of the above fi ndings. These initiatives include:

  enhanced centrally organised leadership development programs and a revised 
leadership competency framework

  release of additional publications to promote innovative recruitment and selection 
practices

  funding of $10.7 million under a fi ve-year program commencing in 2006-07 to address 
recruitment and workforce development issues.

Recommendation
 The above initiatives are an important fi rst step. Central agencies involved in public service 

workforce management should, in conjunction with government, build on these steps to 
develop a management framework that delivers coordinated responses so that high-quality 
services into the future are assured. Issues that need to be addressed include:

  leadership of the service

  ensuring central controls have a demonstrable benefi t and that there is ongoing 
accountability for their implementation

  implementation of whole-of-service initiatives that complement effectively the roles 
and responsibilities of CEOs.

Executive Summary ... continued
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Background
 Western Australia relies on the public service workforce for a range of services such as 

planning and managing our public health, education and justice systems, and guiding and 
supporting the fi nancial and environmental management of the State. To do this, around 
25 000 public servants manage $40 billion of annual transactions and $75 billion of 
government assets.

 The work of public servants is important to the economic, social, and environmental health 
of the State, but it can also be unpopular and subject to high levels of scrutiny. The work 
performed by many front-line public servants such as child protection offi cers, fi sheries 
inspectors, or planning, environmental and industry regulators, is not always welcomed 
by the people directly affected. For many people, the high level of public scrutiny and 
accountability, combined with the community’s sometimes low regard for public servants, 
can make public service jobs less attractive as a career option when compared with private 
or not-for-profi t sector employment.

 A heated labour market and changing demographics
 The current employment market is a contributing pressure on government agencies’ ability 

to compete with other employers. Fewer people are looking for jobs and the number of 
advertised job vacancies has increased in the last 18 months (see Figure 1). Labour market 
projections are that this will continue for many years, suggesting that the public service 
will face ongoing competition for skilled employees.

 Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics

 Figure 1: Number of unemployed and number of job vacancies in Western Australia 
1995 to 2005

 Falling unemployment and the increasing number of advertised job vacancies suggest that the 

public service is facing increasing competition for staff.

Th e Public Service Workforce Is Under Pressure
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 The public service is also facing increasing pressure to recruit and retain staff as the 
workforce ages (see Figure 2). A large number of permanent public servants are over 55 
years old, almost three times as many as ten years ago. Those aged 45 years and above 
make up 52 per cent compared with 32 per cent in 1995. There are no reliable predictions 
of whether signifi cant numbers of older public servants will retire in the near future. If 
they do, government agencies will need to recruit and develop younger employees to fi ll 
potentially widespread vacancies at middle and senior levels. 

 Source: Department of the Premier and Cabinet

 Figure 2: Age distribution of Western Australian public servants in 1995 and 2005

 The WA public service is getting older. Government agencies will need to recruit and develop 

younger employees to fi ll the vacancies created when older public servants eventually retire.

 Similar problems exist for public services elsewhere in Australia, and similar age profi les 
in the WA private sector heighten the competition for staff. This also indicates that the 
current heated environment can be expected to continue well into the future.
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Examination Focus and Approach
 This report examines how well WA government agencies attract and retain the people 

needed to deliver public services, and the role of central agencies in managing the public 
service workforce as a whole. The examination focuses on the 25 000 public servants who 
plan and manage the State’s government services. Public servants represent a range of 
occupations such as urban planners, social workers, accountants, agricultural scientists, 
engineers, safety inspectors, managers and administrators, and are employed in 69 
different agencies across government (see Table 1). The examination does not include all 
government workers as some groups, such as teachers, nurses and police, are employed 
under different industrial awards and have particular workforce management issues that 
warrant separate scrutiny.

 Our approach included:

  examining public service workforce databases and statistical data

  examining agency documents and reports

  consulting key central agencies and a sample of line agencies. The central agencies 
were:

  Department of the Premier and Cabinet 

  Offi ce of Public Sector Standards Commissioner

  Department of Consumer and Employment Protection 

  seeking advice from and consulting with public service human resource managers, 
current and former CEOs and human resource experts

  examining reports from other jurisdictions and refereed journals.
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Agency
NO of Public Servants 

(PSGA)
at 30 June 2005

Department of Justice 3 469

Department of Education and Training 2 150

Department for Planning and Infrastructure 1 578

Department of Agriculture 1 564

Department for Community Development 1 507

Western Australian Police Service 1 349

Department of Conservation and Land Management 1 225

Department of Industry and Resources 1 109

Department of Housing and Works 903

Department of Environment 888

Remaining 59 agencies 8 662

TOTAL PUBLIC SERVANTS 24 404

 Source: Department of the Premier and Cabinet and OAG

 Table 1: Public servants are employed across government

 Public servants were, at 30 June 2005, employed in 69 different government agencies. The 

majority (about two thirds) were employed in the 10 agencies listed in the table above. (The 

Department of Justice has since been split into the Department of the Attorney General and the 

Department of Corrective Services). In addition to the public servants employed in agencies 

under the Public Service General Agreement (PSGA), there are approximately 500 more 

employed in the Senior Executive Service and Special Division.

Th e Public Service Workforce Is Under Pressure ... continued
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Key Findings
  Government agencies are struggling to attract and retain staff. This is causing 

serious delays in the delivery of some services and in the implementation of critical 
new government initiatives.

  Central government controls and the human resource practices of government 
agencies contribute to attraction and retention problems. 

Government agencies are struggling to attract and retain staff 
 The tight labour market across Australia is contributing to increasing diffi culties faced by 

agencies in attracting and recruiting staff. Human resource managers and chief executive 
offi cers have reported that fewer people are responding to advertised vacancies and that 
fewer applicants have the skills and experience needed to meet job requirements. 

 The full extent of the problem across the whole of the public service is unknown, because 
there is no centrally collated data available. However, there is widespread agreement that 
a substantial problem exists. The following are examples of services that are at risk due to 
current or ongoing staff shortages.

 Urban and regional planning

 The Department for Planning and Infrastructure (DPI) is experiencing ongoing diffi culty 
in attracting and retaining planning staff for its Urban and Regional Planning and Policy 
Divisions. These employees have statutory planning responsibilities such as assessing 
strata title and sub-division applications. 

 DPI reports a 27 per cent annual separation rate for the urban and regional planner 
occupational group for 2005, which is 11.5 per cent higher than the department’s overall 
turnover rate. This high staff turnover is contributing to delays in issuing planning 
approvals. Planning approval delays directly affect property owners and developers by 
delaying the construction of new homes and infrastructure. 

 Child protection in regional and remote areas

 The Government’s Response to the 2002 Gordon Inquiry into Family Violence and Child 
Abuse in Aboriginal Communities included recruiting an additional 25 child protection 
workers to work closely with communities and help them to protect children. The 
Department for Community Development (DCD) has experienced ongoing problems 
in attracting and retaining appropriately skilled staff in regional and remote locations, 

Agencies Are Struggling to Find and Keep the 

Right People
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resulting in substantial delays in fi lling these positions. Contributing factors include the 
national shortage of child protection workers, the challenging nature of the work and a 
lack of suitable accommodation in remote areas.

 Initial placements took an average of seven months to fi ll after advertising in April 2003. 
However, by September 2005, job separations had occurred in 22 of the 25 positions. The 
average length of service for regional and remote positions had been only nine months. 
Since late 2005, DCD has appointed and retained workers in most of these positions by 
offering signifi cant additional remuneration benefi ts. Nevertheless, the initial diffi culties 
in placing and keeping staff in these positions have delayed DCD’s ability to better protect 
children in Aboriginal communities.

 Industry Regulation

 The Department of Industry and Resources (DOIR) has experienced serious problems 
attracting and retaining staff to meet its regulatory responsibilities in the petroleum 
industry. There are 13 specialist technical and professional positions that assess and monitor 
licences and permits for on-shore and off-shore petroleum exploration and extraction in 
WA. The positions require extensive industry knowledge and experience. 

 DOIR reports that in the past 12 to 18 months staff turnover in this area has been particularly 
high, resulting in heavier workloads for remaining staff who are in turn considering leaving 
the public service for higher paid industry positions. The situation is of ongoing concern to 
DOIR as the positions are critical to its capacity to regulate the petroleum industry.

 The Department of Consumer and Employment Protection (DOCEP) faces similar issues 
attracting and retaining 75 regulatory staff also working with the resources industry. 
DOCEP’s regulators deal with industry safety, environment and the handling of dangerous 
goods. Like the DOIR regulators, their specialist skills are in high demand. They are 
essential to DOCEP’s ability to regulate the safety of mining and petroleum workers, and 
to protect the community and the environment. 

 Finance Offi cers

 Agencies across the service report having diffi culties recruiting and retaining fi nance staff. 
In most agencies these offi cers are essential ‘behind-the-scenes’ workers that support 
service delivery. In a 2005 report examining fi nancial occupations in government agencies, 
the Department of the Premier and Cabinet (DPC) expressed concern about attraction and 
retention of experienced, university qualifi ed fi nance managers, accountants and auditors. 
Agencies advised that not only are they competing with non-government employers, they 

Agencies Are Struggling to Find and Keep the Right People ... continued
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are also competing against other levels of government for limited numbers of qualifi ed, 
experienced people. The establishment of the Offi ce of Shared Services is reported to have 
temporarily increased demand for staff in these occupations.

 Service-wide problems 
 In addition to the cases cited, agencies report broader problems with attracting and keeping 

staff and the impact this has on services. Not being able to fi ll jobs with appropriately 
skilled people increases workloads for existing staff. This consequently affects staff morale 
and agencies’ capacity to deliver timely and high quality services. The tight labour market 
has resulted in higher than anticipated staff turnover, creating additional recruitment and 
induction costs for many agencies. These costs can be signifi cant: estimates range from 0.2 
to 2.5 times the annual salary of the position being fi lled. 

Central government controls and the human resource 
practices of government agencies contribute to attraction 
and retention problems

 Central government controls limit agencies’ ability to 
attract and retain staff

 Although labour market and population trends exacerbate the diffi culty in attracting and 
retaining staff, central government controls over agency human resource practices also 
contribute to the problem. These include:

  job advertising restrictions 

  remuneration controls.

 Job advertising

 The current government recruitment advertising policy promotes internet and grouped 
press advertisements to reduce agencies’ recruitment times and advertising costs. The two 
main media for advertising public service vacancies are the WA Government Job Board 
(www.jobs.wa.gov.au ) and the Saturday edition of the West Australian newspaper.

 Public service agencies are required to lodge all vacancies exceeding six months duration 
on the online WA Government Job Board. The Job Board allows agencies to place 
advertisements at any time (agencies previously had to wait for the fortnightly Public 
Service Notices to advertise a vacancy). The Job Board also gives non-public servants the 
opportunity to see more public service job vacancies than did the Public Service Notices, 
which were for public servants only. 
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 Public service agencies that choose to advertise vacant positions in the West Australian 
newspaper must use a standardised WA government advertising template. This standard 
template acts as a pointer to the Job Board which allows agencies to provide links to 
comprehensive information about their agency and the job being advertised. 

 Agencies can be exempted from using the standard advertisement template if granted 
approval by the Government Media Offi ce (GMO) within DPC. However, GMO does not 
have explicit criteria for approving exemptions and considers applications on a case-by-
case basis. 

 GMO does not monitor the number of successful and unsuccessful applications, but 
estimates that agencies apply for exemptions in only one per cent of cases. It advises that 
advertising costs in the West Australian newspaper have decreased. However, it has not 
assessed the impact of this policy on agencies’ ability to recruit staff. 

 Agencies report that while this approach contains their advertising costs, it also restricts 
their choices and limits their competitiveness in the current heated job market. The standard 
template allows for minimal detail about advertised positions and no information about the 
agency. They have also expressed concern that the WA government-badged advertisement 
is less likely to attract applicants who are not already interested in employment in the 
WA public service. Figure 3 shows a typical government job advertisement using the 
standardised advertising requirements. This is compared with an advertisement for a 
similar position in the private sector, which contains substantially more information about 
the position and the working environment.

Agencies Are Struggling to Find and Keep the Right People ... continued
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 Source: West Australian Newspaper Ltd 

 Figure 3: The grouped standardised government advertisement that agencies are 
required to use (top) gives little information to prospective applicants compared with 
private sector advertisements (bottom)

 Agencies are required to use a standardised approach to advertising for public service 

positions. This limits their opportunity to compete with employers who give more information 

about positions and the prospective work environment.

Clerical Officer
Position No: 00019150
Level/Salary: L1 PSGA $15,361 – $37,366 pa
Location: Karratha
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 9282

Directorate Support Officer
Position No: P2728
Level/Salary: L2 $38,661 – $42,957 pa
Location: Bunbury
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 92825

Administrative Assistant
Position No: 10981
Level/Salary: L2 PSGA $38,661 – $42,957 pa
Location: Perth
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9224 7447

Computer Support Officer
Position No: 400245
Level/Salary: L3 HSU $40,483 – $44,598 pa + allow pa
Location: West Perth
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 9282, TTY 9426 9315

Manager Commercial Services
Position No: c1200045 (F/T Fixed-term 4 mths)
Level/Salary: L5 $55,795 – $61,664 pa GOSACGA
Location: Northam
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 9282, TTY 9426 9315

Project Officers
Position No: 2200928& 2200967 (plus pool)
Level/Salary: L3 $44,542 – $48,361 pa PSGA
Location: Perth & Bunbury
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 9282

Accounting Assistant
Position No: 30514
Level/Salary: L2 $42,077 – $46,795 pa
Location: Perth
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 92825

Human Resource Officer
Position No: 96000028
Level/Salary: L3 $44,543 – $48,362 pa PSGA
Location: West Perth
Job Pack: jobs.wa.gov.au or 9426 9282, TTY 9426 9315

HUMAN RESOURCES
OFFICER
This newly created generalist ‘hands-on’ role will offer the 
successful applicant the opportunity to further enhance their 
human resource career through exposure to the many facets of 
the HR function including:

 Recruitment Training development/coordination
 HR/IR advice to managment Workers’ compensation
 Occupational health and safety  General HR administration duties

Ideally, the successful applicant will possess:
A minimum of 2 years generalist human resources experience
an ability to provide sound advice and assistance in the key 
areas detailed above
A positive communication style that engages both 
management and staff
Good Excel/Word skills for data reporting and analysis.

With around 350 at  there will be plenty of challenges 
for a dedicated HR professional.

If you believe you have what it takes to succeed in this position, 
please forward your resume by COB Monday, 10 April 2006 to....

P
60

02
6
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 GMO advised that the growing popularity of online job boards underpins the current 
recruitment advertising approach. Nevertheless, a recent Australian Bureau of Statistics 
report shows that 85 per cent of unemployed and 39 per cent of employed job seekers 
still rely on newspaper advertisements. Given this, newspaper advertisements appear to 
remain an important recruitment strategy.

 Remuneration controls
 Remuneration controls also limit agencies’ ability to attract skilled employees by offering 

more competitive salaries. 

 There is a tight link between public service job classifi cations and salary levels which 
restricts the salary an agency can offer a prospective employee. This means that a job that 
is classifi ed Level 4 has a fi xed pay rate between $50 156 and $53 008. This arrangement 
arises from industrial agreements under legislation, and is intended to provide parity with 
and between agencies. If, however, agencies are unable to attract or retain staff, they can 
offer higher salaries by applying for an Attraction and Retention Benefi t (ARB) from DPC 
(for SES positions) or the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection (DOCEP) 
for all other positions. Records show that 115 positions were granted approval for an ARB 
between the time of their introduction in September 2003 and December 2005.

 We found a need to improve the way ARBs are administered. The process for applying for 
an ARB appears lengthy and cumbersome, and restricts agencies’ ability to react quickly 
in a competitive job market (see Figure 4).

 Agencies report that the process can be time consuming and sometimes expensive. 
Generally, it takes six to eight weeks to prepare an application, although the turnaround 
for decisions is usually less than one week from the time the formal submission is received 
from the agency. Further delays can arise when the agency requires extra funding to pay 
for the higher salary. This can require an additional submission to the Expenditure Review 
Committee of Cabinet. Agencies have advised that on occasion, preferred applicants 
have accepted more timely offers from competing employers rather than wait for these 
decisions to be made. 

 Moreover, agencies that receive approval for an ARB cannot normally include the higher 
salary when advertising the position. This is inconsistent with the purpose of obtaining 
permission to award a higher salary.

Agencies Are Struggling to Find and Keep the Right People ... continued
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 Source: DPC

 Figure 4: List of information required to support applications for Attraction and 
Retention Benefi ts

 Government agencies must put a comprehensive case to DOCEP or DPC if they want to pay 

staff more than the fi xed pay rate.

 We also noted that the effectiveness of the ARBs in assisting agencies to attract and retain 
staff has not been assessed by either DOCEP or DPC – see the discussion on accountability 
at page 29 of this report. 

Required Information for Attraction and Retention Benefi ts Submissions

 a cost/benefi t analysis and an outline of the nature of the position and the number 
and location of current or prospective employees

 evidence that genuine problems exist in recruiting staff and that core service 
delivery is severely affected

 indicate whether the recruitment diffi culties are short or long term

 that all possible alternative options and strategies have been examined

 identify and detail separately the attraction and retention components

 indicate how and when the attraction and retention components of the ARB are to 
be applied

 where market comparability is relevant, a comparison of salaries and conditions 
for similar positions in WA and other State public sectors is to be included, 
together with comparable positions in the private sector. It is necessary to take into 
consideration the value of permanency and other benefi ts which may not apply in 
the private sector

 outline the unique features of the proposal that will prevent a fl ow-on to other 
employees within the employing authority and the wider WA public sector

 an assessment of whether the proposal is consistent with any relevant award or 
industrial agreement
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 Agencies’ human resource practices also limit their ability 
to attract and retain staff

 Not all recruitment problems are due to central government impositions. We found that 
agencies’ recruitment and selection practices:

  take longer than competing employers

  use a standardised approach that limits the ability to identify the best candidate

  require more effort from applicants than the applications required by other 
employers.

 In the current competitive job market, delays in offering positions can result in agencies 
losing preferred candidates to other employers who are quicker to make fi rm job offers. 
The median elapsed recruitment time for the six months from January to June 2004 for 
six public service agencies was 78 days. This is an improvement from the 93 days we 
reported in 1998, but is still substantially longer than private sector recruiters, who are 
currently taking as little as 14 days from advertising to selection of preferred candidates. 
The public service requirement that provides a minimum of 10 days for lodging of breach 
of standards claims does not exist in the private sector. It contributes to recruitment times, 
but only accounts for a small proportion of the time taken in the public service to fi ll a 
vacancy. This strongly suggests that agencies often lack active management to ensure that 
they will be able to recruit competitively.

 Most agencies use a standard recruitment and selection process that involves: 

  public advertising

  considering written applications against specifi ed selection criteria

  interviewing short-listed candidates. 

 Agencies report that this approach to recruitment and selection contributes to long 
recruitment times, but reduces their risks of non-compliance with public service merit and 
equity requirements.

Agencies Are Struggling to Find and Keep the Right People ... continued
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 This approach also creates additional hurdles for potential applicants, requiring more effort 
than required by many non-government employers, who generally only ask applicants to 
submit their current resume. Applicants for public service positions are typically required 
to submit a resume, as well as prepare a written response for each of the selection criteria 
for a position. Applications can take considerable time to complete, and this approach has 
been criticised for:

  favouring people with strong written skills, that may not be required for the position

  discouraging non-public service candidates who are unfamiliar with the highly 
prescriptive approach required.

 More innovative and less prescriptive approaches to recruitment and selection are available 
for agencies to use while still complying with public service recruitment regulations. These 
can help reduce the time taken by agencies for recruitment and selection, as well as reduce 
the burden on applicants. Examples include:

  undertaking administrative tasks in parallel, including organising selection panels and 
locking-in shortlisting and interview dates at the time of advertising

  using pool recruitment, that is, a single recruitment process that identifi es and ranks 
several candidates for current and future positions with similar skill requirements

  hosting information sessions about advertised positions (especially for pool 
recruitment)

  reducing the number of selection criteria and specifying that written responses should 
be brief

  using ‘job tryout’ or work sample tests instead of interviews.

 To encourage agencies to take up these and other alternatives to the traditional approaches 
of recruitment and selection, the Offi ce of the Public Sector Standards Commissioner 
(OPSSC) needs to promote them more actively. It also needs to reassure agencies that 
these alternatives are compliant with public sector merit and equity principles. 

 OPSSC has recently taken steps to address this through release of an online toolkit for 
managers and a new Standards, Ethics and Equity Bulletin (http://www.opssc.wa.gov.au).
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Key Findings
  There has been little coordinated response to identifi ed workforce issues such as the 

ageing workforce and anticipated skills shortages.

  There is little accountability for central government workforce controls that limit 
the capacity of agencies to attract and retain skilled staff.

Th ere has been little coordinated response to identifi ed 
workforce issues
 The Chief Executive Offi cers (CEOs) of government agencies share responsibility for 

workforce management with three central agencies:

  Department of the Premier and Cabinet – Public Sector Management Division 

  Offi ce of Public Sector Standards Commissioner

  Department of Consumer and Employment Protection – Labour Relations Division.

 Each of these has their own focus and powers, but no single agency has a lead coordinating 
role to address identifi ed workforce issues (see Figure 5). The largest and primary role is 
that of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet (DPC). 

 DPC advised that its role is to support ‘the Government of the day and in particular the 
Minister for Public Sector Management in implementing policy in respect of public sector 
employment’. In our view, this role also includes responsibility to monitor the effectiveness 
of regulations, approved procedures and other instructions issued under the Public Sector 
Management Act, and to provide advice to the Minister and where appropriate alternative 
strategies.

 In addition to these three central agencies, the Department of Treasury and Finance, as the 
principal adviser to the Expenditure Review Committee of Cabinet, has a considerable 
infl uence on decisions by Government affecting the public service workforce.

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response to 

Identifi ed Workforce Issues
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 Source: OAG

 Figure 5: There are three central agencies and 69 CEOs involved in managing the public 

service workforce

 Responsibility for managing the public service workforce is shared by 69 CEOs (at 30 June 

2005), with three central agencies that have overarching responsibilities. 

 Absence of clear leadership

 An absence of clear leadership of the public service has been recognised for some time. 
The People Making a Difference strategic directions report was released in November 
2004, following extensive consultation. It was accompanied by a commitment to develop 
an implementation plan, but that has not yet occurred. 

 The report specifi cally notes that a positive image is critical to recruiting and retaining 
capable and committed people. It states that ‘responsibility for representing and promoting 
the value of public sector employees needs to be clear’ and the person or role must have 
the necessary authority to deliver on these responsibilities. The report warned that the 
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consequences of inaction are to ‘ultimately reduce the sector’s ability to deliver government 
policy and programs and compromise the quality of services to the community’. 

 There has been an attempt to coordinate action through the establishment of the Strategic 
Management Council (SMC). It comprises all Directors General and is chaired by the 
Minister for Public Sector Management. However, the Council appears to have made little 
progress in addressing workforce issues. 

 In October 2005, SMC created a new sub-committee, the Public Sector Improvement Sub-
committee. Its terms of reference include:

  Identify and plan for the future workforce of the public sector that includes knowledge, 
skills, competencies, behaviours and capabilities required to meet increasing 
stakeholder expectation in an environment of change.

  Identify and resolve whole of government systems, structures, practices and procedures 
that act as barriers or prevent the implementation of public sector improvement 
initiatives, and for which there is no immediate accountable agency. 

 The Sub-committee has requested advice from DPC about streamlining public sector 
recruitment processes. In response DPC held discussion forums in March and April 2006. 
These explored issues and solutions with agencies’ human resource and line managers, 
and representatives from central agencies. A report to the Sub-committee is anticipated 
shortly.

 Many workforce issues have not been addressed
 There have been numerous reviews and reports identifying public service workforce 

issues (see Table 2), but little action in responding to them. Issues identifi ed in the 20 
reports include the need for:

  planning for an ageing workforce and potential skill shortages

  streamlined recruitment processes

  advocacy of the public service

  coordinated action across the sector

  amending the Public Sector Management Act 1994 (PSMA) 

  SES management and leadership development

  support for HR practices at agency level

  training and development.

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response to Identifi ed Workforce Issue ... continued
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 Planning for an ageing workforce

 Since 1999 DPC has produced 13 reports highlighting the impact of the ageing population 
on the public service workforce. The reports repeatedly identify the need for deliberate 
action to avoid a potential leadership vacuum and the loss of valuable corporate knowledge 
within the service. The 2003 public sector workforce projections study conducted for DPC 
by the Centre for Labour Market Research reported that in order to maintain services ‘the 
sector will need to substantially increase its rate of recruitment, or improve its retention of 
existing workers’ and suggests that ‘radical change will be needed by the sector’ to make 
this happen. In 2006, DPC is still advocating the introduction of whole of government 
strategies to address the ageing workforce issue. 

 Amending the PSMA

 Despite three major reviews of the PSMA (the Fielding, Kelly and Whitehead reviews), 
recommendations have still not been implemented. This means that a range of opportunities 
for signifi cant change have been missed, and jurisdictional issues in relation to the 
Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission remain unresolved. All three reports 
recommend abolishing the ‘concept of offi ce’ which would allow agencies to appoint 
employees at a specifi c level rather than to a specifi c position, thus improving staffi ng 
fl exibility within and between agencies. 

 Leadership and workforce capability development 

 Similarly, the need for improved leadership development for existing Senior Executive 
Service (SES) members and its feeder groups has been discussed in multiple reports. While 
there have been centrally organised training programs for several years and, more recently, 
the offer of 10 scholarships to the Australia and New Zealand School of Government, 
this has not addressed the need for across sector agency-based improvements. Recurring 
suggestions for improving leadership development in the public service have included:

  interagency exchanges ‘at level’ to broaden experience and support joined-up 
government initiatives

  effective performance management and succession planning to identify, develop and 
retain good performers

  more investment in training and promoting shared responsibility for learning and 
career development. 
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 In late 2004, the report, People Making a Difference, asserted that ‘Initiatives to address 
the capability of the sector as a whole, as well as of individual agencies and professional 
groups, must be implemented’. There has been sporadic activity by some individual 
agencies, but no coordinated action across the public service to demonstrate sustained 
commitment to developing agency leadership and workforce capabilities. While DPC’s 
soon to be launched Leadership Development Strategy is a positive initiative, much more 
needs to be done.

Workforce Issue Year Government Strategy

Planning for an 
ageing workforce 
and potential skill 
shortages

1999 Ageing Workforce Discussion Paper Series

Passing the Torch, Managing Succession in the Western Australian Public Sector May 
1999, DPC

1999 Ageing Workforce Discussion Paper Series

The Ageing Workforce: Trends and issues in the Western Australian Public Sector Nov 
1999, DPC

2000 Strategic People Planning – An overview of workforce planning 2000, DPC
2001 Retirement Intentions Report 2001, DPC
2001 New Century, New Workforce – The Changing Face of the Public Sector in Western 

Australia May 2001, DPC
2002 ‘The Young Ones’ Research and Discussion Paper Series  May 2002, DPC
2003 The Wealth Within Discussion Paper April 2003, DPC
2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2003 Workforce Projections 2002-2022  Centre for Labour Market Research 2003, DPC
2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions Nov 2004, DPC
2004 Ageing Workforce Discussion Paper Series

Phased Retirement in the Western Australian Public Sector March 2003, Amended 
March 2004, DPC

2005 Recruitment, Retention, Retirement – The Three Rs of Workforce Management in 
the 2000s Occupational Analysis 1: Financial Occupations in the Western Australian 
Public Sector 2005, DPC

2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-
Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

Need for streamlined 
recruitment processes 

2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions Nov 2004, DPC
2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-

Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

Need to advocate for 
public service

2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2003 The Wealth Within Discussion Paper April 2003, DPC
2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions Nov 2004, DPC
2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-

Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response to Identifi ed Workforce Issue ... continued
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Workforce Issue Year Government Strategy

Need for coordinated 
action across sector 

2001 Government Structures for Better Results: the report of the Taskforce established to 
review the Machinery of Western Australia’s Government, June 2001

2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2003 A Better Place to Live – Regional Development Policy, Nov 2003
2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions Nov 2004, DPC

Public Sector 
Management Act 
amendments

1996 Review of the Public Sector Management Act, 1994 by Commissioner G L Fielding, 
April 1996

1997 Final Report of the Working Party Established to Provide Specifi c Recommendations 
on Amendments Proposed by Commissioner Gavin Fielding, chaired by Dr Des Kelly, 
May 1997

2001 Government Structures for Better Results: the report of the Taskforce established to 
review the Machinery of Western Australia’s Government, June 2001

2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2003 The Industrial Relations Act 1979 and the Western Australian Industrial Relations 

Commission, A paper, with recommendations, presented to Hon J Kobelke, MLA, 
Minister for Consumer and Employment Protection by Dr Sally Cawley, May 2003

2004 Review of the Public Sector Management Act 1994, A Report to Hon J Kobelke MLA 
Minister Assisting the Minister for Public Sector Management by Noel Whitehead, 
May 2004

SES and leadership 
development

1999 Passing the Torch, Managing Succession in the Western Australian Public Sector May 
1999, DPC

2003 The Wealth Within Discussion Paper April 2003, DPC
2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-

Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

Support for HR 
practices at agency 
level

2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions Nov 2004, DPC
2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-

Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

Training and 
development 
(includes improving 
managing 
performance)

2001 Government Structures for Better Results: the report of the Taskforce established to 
review the Machinery of Western Australia’s Government, June 2001

2003 Integrated Workforce Management Framework 2003, DPC
2004 Employee Performance Management in the Public Sector Oct 2004, OPSSC
2004 People Making a Difference Strategic Directions  Nov 2004, DPC
2005 Public Sector Improvement Strategy developed by Public Sector Improvement Sub-

Committee of Strategic Management Council. Cited in SMC Annual Report on 
Operations 2005 

  Source: OAG

Table 2: Reports about the public service workforce have identifi ed a number of issues

Discussion papers and reports over recent years have repeatedly identifi ed public service workforce issues, but many 

have not resulted in action. 
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Th ere is little accountability for central agency workforce 
controls 
 There are far-reaching central agency controls on the employment arrangements for public 

servants but there is little accountability for these controls. This includes the effectiveness 
and consequences of decision-making under Approved Procedures, which are formal 
directions under the Public Sector Management Act 1994 (PSMA), and the central control 
of job advertising.

 As employing authorities under the PSMA, CEOs are required to:

  manage and direct employees and, be responsible for their recruitment, selection, 
appointment and deployment

  classify, and determine remuneration of employees and vary classifi cation or 
remuneration (in accordance with the requirements of any binding award, order or 
industrial agreement and approved procedures).

 CEOs’ powers and responsibilities as employers are subject to the directions of DPC, on 
behalf of the Minister for Public Sector Management (see Table 3). These directions are 
focused on controlling workforce processes and achieving consistency across the service, 
rather than ensuring that government has the workforce it needs. In a number of areas 
short term cost minimisation operates without consideration of longer-term impact. 

 A case in point is provided by the Inspector of Custodial Services, and reiterated in the 
Mahoney Inquiry into the Management of Offenders in Custody. It concerns diffi culties 
fi lling senior management positions in the then Department of Justice. The Inspector’s 
review cites the repeated unsuccessful attempts to reclassify two senior positions as 
contributing to ‘signifi cant instability in leadership and restricting the Department’s 
ability to meet its strategic objectives’. The Mahoney Inquiry recommended that the 
Department and DPC work together to ensure that key positions ‘are appropriately 
classifi ed and remunerated to allow for high calibre applicants to be attracted to these 
pivotal positions’.

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response to Identifi ed Workforce Issue ... continued
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Control Directions to CEOs
Approved Procedure 1 
Approved Classifi cation 
System and Procedures

 use only approved classifi cation system and tool

 classify or re-classify only up to Level 8

 base job classifi cation only on its work value

 re-classify jobs only when work value has changed
Approved Procedure 2 
Senior Executive Service

 DPC approval required for all classifi cations and re-
classifi cations above Level 8 (including non-SES) and for 
payment of temporary special allowances above Level 8

 use only approved SES selection criteria and contract to 
appoint

 provide correct details about all SES positions to DPC

 submit annual CEO performance agreement in accordance 
with DPC guidelines

Premier’s Circular 2005/05
Appointment of Senior 
Executive Offi cers

(Use in conjunction with 
Approved Procedure 2)

 size of SES to remain within acceptable levels

 refer approvals required in Approved Procedure 2

 priority attention to be given to SES offi cers performing 
other functions

 annual notifi cation of SES offi cers performing other 
functions

Approved Procedure 3 
Permanent Appointments 
(Public Service Offi cers)

Unless DPC otherwise approves, all vacancies for permanent 
positions: 

 must have redeployment clearance before advertising

 must be advertised in the public service notices

Prior to expiry of probation period (no longer than six 
months)

 undertake performance assessment

 confi rm permanent appointment, extend period of probation 
or terminate services.

Approved Procedure 4
Fixed Term Contract of 
Service Appointments
(Public Service Offi cers)

Fixed term contract for person not already in public service:

 contracts must not exceed fi ve years

 must have redeployment clearance and be advertised in 
public service notices (unless otherwise approved by 
DPC)

 offer and acceptance must contain specifi ed details 
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Control Directions to CEOs
Premier’s Circular 2004/03 
Revised Recruitment 
Advertising Policy Guidelines
(Use in conjunction with 
Approved Procedures 3 and 4)

All public service vacancies exceeding 6 months duration:

 must be posted to the online Job Board (replaces public 
service notices)

 it is not mandatory to advertise in the newspaper

If advertising in The West Australian or other print media:

 must follow strict Government Media Offi ce guidelines

 exemptions granted on case-by-case basis
Approved Procedure 5 
Approved Contracts for 
Services Procedures

 using contracts of service to employ staff is limited to 
appropriate circumstances as specifi ed

Approved Procedure 6 
Determining remuneration – 
Specialist Positions

If remunerating a specialist position above the classifi ed 
level:

 must meet specifi ed criteria and be for fi xed term 

 must be approved by DPC, and consult them prior to 
submitting materials

 if approved, does not require redeployment clearance nor 
advertising

Approved Procedure 7- 
Determining remuneration 
– Attraction and Retention 
Benefi ts

When setting remuneration for attraction and retention 
benefi ts (ARB):

 must be approved by DPC (SES) or DOCEP (all non-SES) 
and consult them prior to submitting materials

 approval is subject to meeting Guidelines for ARBs

 consider options for employees in remote areas in lieu of 
ARB

Circular to CEOs May 2001
Modes of Employment

 available modes of employment are permanent, fi xed term 
contract, apprentice, trainee or casual

 use most appropriate mode to meet agency needs

 fi xed term contracts are only used for fi nite appointments 
with no ongoing employment implied

Premier’s Circular 2005/14
Human Resource Minimum 
Obligatory Information 
Requirement (HRMOIR)

 human resource data required to be reported to DPC 

    Source: OAG

 Table 3: CEOs’ powers to manage public servants are subject to central agency 
workforce controls

 CEOs’ powers and responsibilities as employers are subject to direction from the Department 

of the Premier and Cabinet acting on behalf of the Minister for Public Sector Management.

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response to Identifi ed Workforce Issue ... continued
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 We found that there is little accountability for these control mechanisms. In particular, we 
found that there has been:

  no assessment of Approved Procedure 2 with regard to SES classifi cations or Approved 
Procedures 6 and 7 to determine their effectiveness as attraction and retention strategies, 
or the consistency of application by DOCEP and DPC

  little transparency in the operation of the central advertising policy and no cost benefi t 
analysis or evaluation of the outcomes of the policy on agency recruitment.

 By contrast the Public Sector Standards Commissioner has conducted a number of 
reviews of the Public Sector Standards and relevant Regulations under the PSMA. These 
reviews involved stakeholder consultation and resulted in changes to these instruments in 
1998, 2000, 2001 and 2005. This illustrates one aspect of the accountability measures that 
should accompany signifi cant powers provided by legislation. The Commissioner is also 
developing a series of reports for tabling in Parliament that address issues relating to the 
Commissioner’s role and the administrative framework created by the PSMA.

 Senior Executive Service positions and the leadership of agencies

 There has not been any signifi cant assessment of the impact of DPC approvals under 
Approved Procedure 2 for all classifi cations and re-classifi cations above Level 8. Premier’s 
Circular 2005/05 issued on 16 May 2005 reminds agencies that the revised process for 
establishing, classifying and fi lling Senior Executive Service positions in 2002 remains 
applicable, ‘to ensure the overall size of the SES remains within acceptable levels’.

 Attraction and retention and specialist positions remuneration

 Approved Procedures 6 and 7 were established to enable agencies to compete with 
the remuneration offered by other employers, while maintaining the linkage between 
salary levels and the classifi cation system. These procedures have been operating since 
September 2003 and were developed in response to increased approaches from agencies. 
They are seen as a short term solution by DPC, which has observed for fi nance sector staff 
that ‘in the medium to long term a more broad-brush approach should be considered’. 
However, neither DPC nor DOCEP has undertaken comprehensive analysis of agencies’ 
ARB enquiries or of the assessment of applications against predetermined criteria. We 
found:

  no monitoring of the process or outcomes of decisions

  no review of the cost or effectiveness of the approved procedures.
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 Our examination of fi les for Approved Procedures 6 and 7 suggests that there is a need to 
review and report on the operation of these procedures, with particular attention to:

  DPC’s screening of agencies before they submit applications

  consistency and transparency of decisions made by DPC and DOCEP

  cost, timeliness, rate of approval, and outcomes of the approved procedures.

 Recruitment Advertising Policy Guidelines

 The Premier’s Circular 2004/03 Revised Recruitment Advertising Policy Guidelines 
similarly warrants improved transparency and evaluation. At present, the Government 
Media Offi ce (GMO) within DPC, assesses advertising exemption applications on a case-
by-case basis and does not:

  have explicit criteria for assessing applications

  maintain information regarding the number of successful and unsuccessful applications 
and the reasons for decisions.

 This means that GMO is unable to demonstrate that decisions made under the policy are 
consistently applied or consistent with the policy objectives.

 The Guidelines aim to reduce recruitment costs through more effi cient print advertising 
and increased use of the online government job board; DPC advised that the Guidelines 
have resulted in reduced newspaper advertising costs. However, there is an apparent 
inconsistency between the Guidelines and the suggested innovative advertisements 
promoted by the Offi ces of Equal Employment Opportunity and the Public Sector 
Standards Commissioner, which aim to increase diversity in the public service workforce. 
There has been no assessment of:

  the effectiveness of the advertising strategy on agencies’ ability to attract appropriately 
skilled applicants

  the extent to which the advertising strategy contributes to attracting diverse applicant 
pools

  cost shifting arising from re-advertising and applications for exemption from the 
policy.

Th ere Is Little Coordinated Response To Identifi ed Workforce Issue ... continued
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Previous Reports of the Auditor General

2005

Public Sector Performance Report 4 May 2005
– Software Licensing
– Regulation of Incorporated Associations and Charities
– The Use of Consultants
– Management of Leave Liability
– Environmental Assurance on Agricultural Research Stations

Follow-up Performance Examination: Implementing and 
Managing Community Based Sentences 25 May 2005

Audit Results Report on University and TAFE Colleges 25 May 2005 
and other audits completed since 1 November 2004

Regulation of Heavy Vehicles 29 June 2005

Protection of Critical Infrastructure Control Systems 24 August 2005

Administration of Protection of Old Growth Forest Policy Funding Programs 24 August 2005

Contract Management of the City Rail Project 31 August 2005

Second Public Sector Performance Report 19 October 2005
– Production, Transport and Disposal of Controlled Waste
– Regulation of Child Care Services
– The Personnel and Payroll Processing Function at the Department of Education and Training
– Follow-up Performance Examination 
    Life Matters: Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People

Third Public Sector Performance Report 16 November 2005
– Unauthorised Driving - Unlicensed Drivers and
     Unregistered Vehicles in Western Australia
– Management of the Light Vehicle Fleet
– Redundancy and Redeployment
– Follow-up Performance Examination
     Level Pegging: Managing Mineral Titles in Western Australia

Making the Grade? Financial Management of Schools 16 November 2005

Progress with Implementing the Response to the Gordon Inquiry 23 November 2005

Audit Results Report by Ministerial Portfolios at 11 November 2005 23 November 2005
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2006

Management of the TRELIS Project 12 April 2006

Audit Results Report on Universities and TAFE Colleges and other
audits completed since 11 November 2005 12 April 2006

Public Sector Performance Report 17 May 2006
– Management of the Waterwise Rebate Program
– Regulation of Animal Feedstuffs, Hormonal Growth Promotants and Veterinary Chemicals 

Behind the Evidence: Forensic Services 31 May 2006

Early Diagnosis: Management of the Health Reform Program 14 June 2006

The above reports can be accessed on the Offi ce of the Auditor General’s 
website at www.audit.wa.gov.au/

On request these reports may be made available in an alternative format 
for those with visual impairment.

Previous Reports of the Auditor General ... continued


