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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. The context for public HRM is presented, especially in terms of delegation and political developments.  

2. Development management, especially in terms of training and development, is highly decentralised in Britain.  The traditional training model has been superseded by a learning model which highlights the responsibility of staff and their line managers.

3. Human resource planning has declined in importance in Britain, and is increasingly seen as an ad hoc problem-solving activity.

4. Performance management is best seen as a tool for improving future importance.  Simple schemes are preferred, with the emphasis on developing managers’ appraisal skills, and with a lesser emphasis on measurement and pay.  A method for evaluating performance management is suggested.

5. Pay management is also decentralised in Britain.  Quantitative job evaluation is widely used.  Performance-related pay is also widely used, but its effectiveness is not proven.

6. Recruitment is still largely centralised in the British civil service, allowing the use of sophisticated selection methods.  Recruitment in local government is decentralised, and training of managers is the vehicle for improving practice.  The use of recruitment strategies to promote equality is limited by legal constraints, though experience of targeting is relevant.

7. Affirmative action in the UK is affected by a major demographic difference in the area of race.  Initiatives taken under the ‘managing diversity’ banner, and a growing recognition of the importance of HRP in meeting recruitment targets, are both relevant.

8. Rightsizing lessons are the subject of McCourt (1998).  They are also summarised in the body of this paper.

9. Work ethic.  Effective action requires political commitment, and legislation which sets up an adequately resourced anti-corruption body, with a remit covering both administrative and political levels.

10. Structure is highly decentralised in Britain.  The implications for South Africa are: a move to a small central body; phasing and piloting of new initiatives; the importance of a strategic HRM post in national and provincial departments; and closer co-ordination between DPSA and the Ministry of State Expenditure.

11. The paper concludes by arguing for a strategic shift from an emphasis on policy formulation to an emphasis on policy implementation.  How this might be achieved is specified.
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1.
INTRODUCTION
This paper arises out of work commissioned by the British Council acting on behalf of the Presidential Review Commission for the Transformation of the Public Service to prepare a paper on the overseas experience of human resource management (HRM), with a particular focus on UK experience.  Together with colleagues, I spent the period November 6 - 10 1997 in South Africa, attending meetings and hearings of the Commission and meeting relevant roleplayers, following which I prepared this paper (the section on ‘Work ethic’ was written by my colleague Charles Polidano).

Project brief
The brief which the Commission provided was as follows.  

Project Brief:
International Assistance for the Human Resources Management 



Working Group



Presidential Review Commission for the Transformation of the Public Service (PRC)

Proposal:
The PRC is seeking international assistance for the Human Resources Management Working Group to provide international comparative experience and benchmarking in the following areas:

Scope:
A summary of international best practice in Human resource Management and planning as a strategic framework for effective delivery in the public service.


Development Management:




Comparative experience of development management;


the training and the building of technical expertise;


the use of training for effective service delivery;


the identification of training programmes;


the role of line functionaries in the identification of trainees;


the place of accelerated training.


Performance Management and systems appraisals:


Human Resource Development Planning in the Public Service;


job grading systems and their linkage to salaries and wages;


linkages of these systems to succession planning and career pathing;


rewards and incentives to improve service delivery;


means of evaluation and monitoring;


financial provision for human resource management.


Recruitment strategies to achieve goals and mission:


recruitment, selection and placement policies;


the place of employment equity and how it fits into this strategy;


identification of key vacancies;


the selection process;


induction processes.


Industrial Relations as a means of achieving HRM aims


including workplace relations and benchmark practices in grievance procedures; communication strategies - to all staff.


Recognition and interaction with trade unions:


governance strategies in the work place: how far are they understood by all staff.


Management of Diversity:


employment policies and strategies for achieving this;


regularity of staffing audits and what it is that they measure;


turnover in staff posts over the past five years.


“Right Sizing”:  principles/strategies governing this.


Work ethic:

Assessments of the work ethic in the public service;


understanding of official roles.

My paper reflects the ordering in the above project brief, although I have made the following small changes.  I have split the section on performance management and systems appraisal into three sections: human resource planning, performance management and pay management, since these seem to be separate topics.  Industrial relations and recognition and interaction with trade unions are dealt with in a single section, since they are closely related.  I have also made some changes to the sub-headings in each section, which I have spelt out at the beginning of the relevant sections.  Finally, I have added one additional topic, that of structure.
2.
THE CONTEXT FOR HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
IN UK PUBLIC SERVICE
The structure of public services in Britain is dealt with in Williams (1997).  As in other areas of public administration, responsibility for human resource management is highly delegated.  Starting from the early 1980s, the Centre has progressively delegated responsibility in most areas to departments and agencies
.  The only areas still managed centrally are the civil service pension scheme and the senior civil service.  One must also take account of the pervasive influence of the political agenda of the Conservative government, which ruled from 1979 to 1997.  This is seen in the reduced role for trade unions and in the introduction of private sector management practices: decentralised management is one of them; performance-related pay is another.
3.
DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT

In this section I shall concentrate on training and development in British public service.  I have dealt specifically with the role of line functionaries in the identification of trainees and the place of accelerated training.  Other sub-headings specified in the project brief are not dealt with as they do not relate easily to the British experience.

A model of good practice
From a professional point of view an old-fashioned view of training and development emerges from the material, emanating mainly from the Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA), given to us in South Africa.  Training is equated with development, and is seen as the responsibility of specialist training agencies, notably the South African Management Development Institute (SAMDI).  The essential shift in modern training and development has been from a training model, where learning is seen as the responsibility of specialist trainers and takes place away from work, to a learning model, where learning is seen as the responsibility of staff themselves and takes place mainly at work, with the line manager as the key facilitator and with training courses away from work playing a supporting role.  From the learning model have sprung such features as “the learning organisation”, individual learning contracts, mentoring and coaching.  It has also led to the emergence of integrated training course designs which are learner-centred and based on joint identification of needs by trainees and their managers.  They lead to the production of detailed action plans and to support for trainees as they implement their action plans back at work, to ensure that learning transfer takes place.  

At a strategic level, training and development should be integrated with the overall strategic direction of the organisation.  This should be reflected in top management taking account of the learning dimension in their business plans and in all new policies; it follows that there should be a member of top management who has a training and development responsibility.

To what extent is this model of good practice used in UK public service?

Training and development in the British civil service
Central responsibility.  The central role is to act as a “broker of good practice”.  The emphasis is on disseminating good practice and networking (with the private sector as well as with departments).  Staff have specialist responsibilities - topics covered are performance management, HR strategies and benchmarking, NVQs, Investors in People and management development.  Staff also have “parishes”: each of the six development advisers has about eight departments for whom he or she is the first point of contact.

Training is being taken increasingly seriously at the Centre.  A White Paper on ‘Development and Training for Civil Servants: A Framework for Action’ appeared last year, and departments are currently producing their responses.
Departmental responsibility.  As in other areas, responsibility is highly decentralised, not just to departments but to line managers down to middle manager level.  They have control of training budgets.  The philosophy behind this, according to the Cabinet Office, is in line with the model of good practice that we have just outlined: delegating to the line will place the emphasis on individual learning.  Learning will be specific, rather than the “sheep-dip” approach of traditional training.  

This decentralised model has at least one disadvantage: managers are unwilling to invest in the long-term development of their staff if it is not in their narrow interests to do so.  Some departments have recognised this by retaining a central training and development role, together with budgeting.  In fact departmental practice varies considerably, as one might expect in a decentralised system: at one extreme, in the Department of the Environment, budgets are still held centrally and places on all courses are provided free; at the other extreme, in the Department of Transport, provision has been completely outsourced, even including booking of staff on to training courses.  

Central training provision.  The above changes have meant a radically different role for the Civil Service College, SAMDI’s equivalent.  As elsewhere in the British economy, there has been a shift of power from the training provider to the customer.  The Civil Service College is now a “Next Steps” agency, obliged to recover its costs.  It receives central funding for some programmes, notably those for fast stream administrative trainees in the Senior Civil Service who are still centrally managed (see below).  They have moved generally from a “top-down” to a “customer-client” model of operation.  

Strategic training and development.  Only a minority of departments, albeit a large one,  have a HRM person on the top management board.  This is reflected in the extent to which training and development are integrated into top management decisions.  A survey conducted earlier this year showed the following:

Box One: Is training and development strategic?
· 30% of departments consistently integrated training and development with business plans

· 48% of departments integrated it sporadically

· 22% of departments did not integrate it at all

Training and development in local authorities
The status of training and development.  Having worked as a local authority training officer up to 1994, I am familiar with the reality “on the ground”.  While understanding of good practice is increasing, training and development remains a Cinderella activity, having a low status and typically not operating at a strategic level.  The major activity remains the provision of “post-entry training” for new entrants, equipping them with relevant professional qualifications.  Beyond that, provision is patchy.  Some authorities are using the new competence-based NVQ model as the vehicle for management development, but in many authorities, especially small ones, little systematic development takes place.  Use of appraisal to identify development needs is still sporadic.  

The quality of training staff.  Training and development is only partially professionalised.  While there are some staff who have come into training through a professional HR or educational route, many are generalist administrators whose expertise is shaky.  Training sections are still sometimes used as dustbins for staff who cannot be accommodated elsewhere.

Extent of provision.  Despite elaborate post-entry training provision, less training is provided to local government employees than to employees in any other major sector of the economy.  

Accelerated training
There is a longstanding “fast stream” accelerated programme for high-flyer entrants.  In the last ten years there have been similar programmes, though much more limited in scope, targeted at disadvantaged groups, especially women.  The National Health Service provides an example.  

 Box Two: Accelerated training in the NHS
In 1993 the Secretary of State for Health introduced Ethnic Minorities in the NHS: A Programme for Action.  Its eight goals covered the range of HRM activities; three dealt with training:

· “Staff development: to maximise the skills and potential of all personnel in a multi-racial NHS workforce, with particular emphasis on the identifiable needs of people from minority ethnic groups
· “Doctors:  to ensure that the time spent in higher specialist training by doctors ... from minority ethnic groups equates to the time spent ... by white doctors
· “Management training schemes: (the NHS) to take steps to increase each year to a locally determined level the proportion of minority ethnic applicants for the NHS Management Training Scheme, and the proportion obtaining a place on the Scheme.  This will require ... in some cases positive action in recruitment, selection and training processes.  A similar requirement is placed ... in respect of  ... other career grade training schemes.”
Source: Burchill & Casey, 1996.
Lessons from UK experience 
1. Decentralisation of other HRM functions will mean decentralisation of training and development.  The level to which responsibility is decentralised can vary from department level to middle manager level, but it is very desirable that there is a training “voice” on the top management board.  The residual role of the Centre will be to co-ordinate and disseminate good practice.  

2. Decentralisation should go hand-in-hand with the move from a training to a learning model. There are implications for the staff who become responsible for their own development, and for the managers who support them.  The shift of power from training providers to training recipients has an implication for central providers, notably SAMDI and the universities who are members of JUPMET.  

3. Structural changes will facilitate good practice but will not ensure it.  Persuading staff and managers that training matters remains an uphill but necessary struggle.
4.
HUMAN RESOURCE PLANNING

The sub-headings specified in the project brief are all dealt with in this and the following two sections on performance management and pay management.
A model of good practice

A problem-solving, ad hoc approach to HRP is nowadays preferred to the traditional routinised collection of data and the associated planning activities of forecasting, skills inventories, matching of individuals to jobs etc.  HRP is increasingly advocated as an analytical tool for senior managers to use in the light of their business plans (Eldridge and McCourt, 1998).  

HRP in the British civil service

Up to about 1982 the civil service had an elaborate HRP system known as PRISM.  Few tears were shed when it was dismantled in 1982.  It had not been used for skills auditing or for matching people to jobs, its ostensible purposes, and was mainly confined to providing answers to parliamentary questions (at a cost, it was estimated, of about 20,000 pounds per question!).  No central planning now takes place, though statistics about turnover etc. continue to be gathered.  HRP was probably affected by an attitude of hostility to planning in general, which was seen as “socialist”, conjuring up images of the planned economies of eastern Europe and Asia.

The traditional approach to HRP is still widely practised in the Health Service, with forecasting, work profiling and skills mix analyses being carried out.  With the setting up of NHS Trusts, planning is now more decentralised than previously.  Here too, however, there are constraints on the effectiveness of planning.  The author of a recent mostly positive study of HRP in the NHS notes that planning was “buffeted by external factors which are being obscured by political considerations ... (which) ensure that centrally determined objectives will change, and that they will never provide a clear planning framework.” (Burchill & Casey, 1996: 18)
HRP in local authorities

No systematic HRP takes place in local authorities, though affirmative action monitoring data is collected (see below) and is sometimes used as a planning tool.
Lessons from the British experience 

1. The South African documentation provided to us, including the HR process study, appears to assume a major role for HRP.  But centralised, routinised HRP probably serves little purpose.  HRP is better applied to answering specific questions, such as how affirmative action or rightsizing targets are to be realised.  

5.
PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT AND APPRAISAL 
SYSTEMS

A model of good practice
The performance management model, where staff and managers work together continuously to monitor and improve performance in the light of identified performance objectives, represents the “state of the art”.  It is reflected in the material provided by DPSA which I have studied.  However, there is controversy among specialists about three of its aspects: the link between performance management and pay; the role of assessment; and the practical difficulties which an elaborate performance management model poses.  Randell (1994) has argued that the critical determinant of performance management success is not the design of the system or the link with pay, but the skill of the managers who operate it.  Where pay is concerned, Bevan and Thompson’s (1992) review of performance management found no link between performance-related pay and organisational performance.  It follows that organisations should devote their energy to developing the skill of their managers, and not get bogged down in arcane discussions about rating scales, design of appraisal forms etc.  It also follows that the link between appraisal and pay may be a red herring.

Performance management in the British civil service

Performance appraisal has been decentralised since the mid-1980s.  Initially the Cabinet Office provided template schemes for departments, but they no longer do so.

While departments use different formats, all must comply with some central standards:

· There must be an annual review 
· The format must allow poor performance to be identified
· It must allow for a link between assessment of performance and pay
It is interesting to note that the first appraisal scheme introduced in the early 1970s was a closed scheme, where the appraiser’s ratings and written report were not disclosed to the appraisee.  It took 20 years to complete the move to the present open approach. 

There is a good deal of interest in so-called 360 degree appraisal, on which the Cabinet Office is currently sponsoring a project.
Performance management in local authorities 

Local authority practice is more varied than in central government.  Appraisal is not mandatory, and therefore not universally practised.  The purpose of appraisal is more to do with staff development and future performance than with measuring past performance and making pay decisions.  Pay is linked to appraisal in only a small minority of local authorities, usually ones which are or have been Conservative-controlled.

In central and local government alike, many managers continue to see appraisal as a chore.  As the authors of one textbook on appraisal say, “Appraisal systems are like seat belts.  We know we should use them, but we don’t like to” (Latham and Wexley, 1994: 1).
Succession planning and career pathing
Succession planning is only carried out in the Senior Civil Service, and even then only for the 150-200 posts at the very top of the structure: Permanent Secretaries and the most senior posts below them.  Planning is informal: departments are asked to estimate if they have staff with the necessary skills to step into senior civil servants’ shoes.  The Cabinet Office asks departments once a year for a departmental strategy on succession planning: this is supposed to go down to middle management (Grade 7 level).  Age profiles are prepared, and departments and the Cabinet Office pay particular attention to under-represented groups, particularly Black people and women.

Career pathing is seen as the responsibility of the individual, supported by his or her line manager and department.  This is reflected in the title of the consortium project currently being managed by the Cabinet Office: ‘Supporting the individual to manage and develop a career’.  Career workshops are provided by some departments, where staff get feedback on their competences in the light of departmental requirements, and where managers learn how they can help their staff to develop their careers.  There is a strong affirmative action element in all of this: in fact without the latter there would be little career development taking place.

Neither succession planning nor career pathing is formally linked to job grading or performance management.  

Evaluation and monitoring
Evaluation of the effectiveness of appraisal is rare.  One good study was carried out in the government stationery office, HMSO.  Before appraisal was introduced, a questionnaire was sent to 500 staff at all levels covering general attitudes to work, supervision and communications with management.  Three years later, the survey was repeated.  Greater subordinate - manager contact and dialogue were reported in the second survey, almost certainly the result of the introduction of appraisal.  Standard questionnaires usable for this purpose are available in the organisational psychology literature.
Lessons from the British experience 

1. Britain’s experience is not fundamentally different from South Africa’s.  Both administrations would be well advised to adopt simple schemes and to emphasise the development of managers’ skills.  

2. The principal purpose of appraisal should be to improve future performance, not to measure past performance.  

3. Evaluation is desirable, and is easy to carry out.
6.
PAY MANAGEMENT

A model of good practice
There are essentially two approaches to pay management in modern organisations.  The first is job-related, where payment is based on the demands of the job: job evaluation is the associated good practice technique.  The second is person-related, where payment is based on the performance of the jobholder: the associated good practice technique is performance-related pay.  In practice most organisations use either the job-related approach, or a combination of the job-related and the person-related approaches.  It is rare for pay to be based wholly on performance.  There is much controversy about these two methods, with opponents of job evaluation arguing that it reinforces bureaucratic management, cementing people into their job descriptions, while opponents of performance-related pay argue that it is divisive and that pay decisions are arbitrary.

There are two approaches to job evaluation: qualitative and quantitative.  The former is simple and can be used by non-specialists, but may lead to legally indefensible decisions; the latter is complex and legally firm, but requires the use of specialists, usually consultants, and is therefore expensive.

Performance-related pay works typically as an outgrowth of performance appraisal, as we have seen already.  

Pay management in the British civil service
Decentralisation of pay bargaining.  Pay was decentralised across the board on April 1 1996.  The impetus was political rather than professional.  Decentralisation was opposed by civil service unions, but they were unable to impose their will on government.  Departments have gone their own way since then.  The Cabinet Office still has to approve departments’ systems, ensuring that they are consistent with overall government principles, including the performance pay principle.  In general, departments are introducing flatter pay structures, with fewer grades and broader banding.  Pay spines have disappeared, replaced by pay ranges where awards are based entirely on performance, as assessed through the annual appraisal.  

The view of a relevant Cabinet Office official was that South Africa would be well advised not to rush into decentralisation, which eats up a lot of management time and requires management skills in national departments and provinces which may not exist at present.  It might be feasible to invite those ready to take it on to do so, leaving others to follow suit later on.

It should be noted that hostility from staff has made it difficult for the government to extend local pay bargaining to the National Health Service.

Job evaluation.  The Treasury sponsored the development of a model job evaluation scheme (known as JEGS - the job evaluation and grading scheme).  It was developed by a firm of consultants called Towers Perrin.  Other systems are also used in individual departments.  
Performance-related pay.  Performance-related pay is now supposed to be universal, as of April 1996.  When it was still optional, the Inland Revenue (the British equivalent of South Africa Revenue Services) introduced its own scheme in 1988.  In 1992, when the system had had time to “bed in”, a study was carried out of its impact.  The table below is an excerpt from its findings.  
Table One: The views of Inland Revenue managers on the impact of performance related pay on their staff
PRIVATE 
Performance related pay has:                         Agree           Disagree

                                                                                                (%)                  (%) 

Caused many staff to work beyond the 

requirements of their job




15

79

Led many staff to give sustained high

performance at work





14

77

Helped to increase the quality of work

of many staff






10

82

Made many staff more committed to their

work







12

79

Source: Marsden & Richardson, 1994.

That such findings, and trade union hostility, did nothing to prevent government from proceeding to make performance-related pay universal indicates the degree of political commitment to its implementation.
Pay management in local authorities 

Local authorities have mostly retained central pay bargaining and uniform national scales.  This is a reflection of the fact that the majority of authorities in recent years have been Conservative-controlled.  As we have seen, performance-related pay is used in only a small minority of local authorities, usually ones, such as Cambridgeshire, which are or have been Conservative-controlled.
Lessons from the British experience 

1. Both centralised and decentralised pay bargaining are practised in Britain. It is questionable whether decentralised bargaining is feasible in South Africa in the current labour relations climate.  

2. If pay continues to be based on the job (which unions generally prefer), then job evaluation is desirable.  One of the more complex qualitative schemes appears justified (I understand that such a scheme has recently been developed on behalf of DPSA).  

3. The benefits of performance-related pay are uncertain.  South Africa might be better advised to look at non-pay methods which lead more reliably to performance improvement, such as praise and feedback from the manager, challenging tasks and objective setting.
7.
RECRUITMENT STRATEGIES
All the sub-headings specified in the project brief are dealt with in this section, with the exception of identification of key vacancies where there was no relevant experience to report (see, however, the discussion of succession planning  above).
A model of good practice
Of all the topics which we cover in this paper it is easiest to state a model of good practice in the area of recruitment strategies.  It is best described as a process, starting with the formation of a selection panel, and working through job analysis and design of a selection procedure, advertising, shortlisting and final selection (including an interview) to  reach the eventual appointment.

Traditionally the assessment centre (a composite selection procedure comprising several separate methods) has been regarded as the “Rolls Royce” of selection methods, and ability tests have been the most favoured individual method.  The interview has had a bad press, with many studies finding no correlation between interview performance and subsequent job performance.  However recent studies suggest that if the interview is structured and based on job analysis data, and if interviewers are trained and use scoring as the basis for their decisions, then its predictive value increases dramatically.  Again, to what extent is good practice used in UK public service?

Recruitment and selection in the British civil service

Recruitment and Assessment Services.  Until recently most recruitment and selection above very junior levels has been carried out on behalf of government departments by Recruitment and Assessment Services (formerly the Civil Service Commission).  The system of appointment has its roots in the Northcote-Trevelyan reforms of 1854, which introduced selection by examination as a means of eliminating appointment based on patronage.  

The status of RAS.  Originally a specialist service reporting to the Cabinet Office, RAS was first set up as an autonomous agency on “Next Steps” lines, and then was privatised last year.  It is perhaps too early to say what effect privatisation will have on its efficiency and integrity, but it should be noted that in the run-up to privatisation there was a voluminous correspondence in national newspapers from former senior civil servants, including at least one former Head of the Civil Service, most of them anxious about the potential impact of privatisation on the impartiality of appointments.  Supporters of privatisation point to the continuing existence of the Civil Service Commission, whose commissioners are directly answerable to the queen and supposedly immune from political influence, as a strong overseeing body and a bulwark against politicisation.

The Public Service Commission of Nepal.  There is an interesting comparison to be made with the Public Service Commission of Nepal, RAS’s counterpart body, where I carried out a study in 1995, together with my colleagues David Hulme and Bill Cooke.  In a country where traditional nepotism has been compounded in recent years by political favouritism ushered in by the arrival of multi-party democracy, the PSC continues to enjoy a reputation for impartiality because of its constitutional status, reporting directly to the king, and with its commissioners appointed by a committee consisting of the prime minister, the leader of the opposition, the head of the civil service and the chief justice, and serving on a cycle which is separate from the political election cycle.

The RAS procedure.  RAS has a large staff of organisational psychologists who develop initial screening tests.  All eligible candidates sit a battery of tests produced by RAS.  Successful candidates are invited to the “Civil Service Selection Board” (CSSB), which is essentially an assessment centre procedure.  Candidates successful at CSSB are invited to a final selection board, a panel interview consisting usually of a senior civil servant and an outside interviewer (such as an academic), with a staff member of RAS in the chair.  Selection for other appointments follows the same basic pattern. 

The predictive value of the procedure.  The predictive value of CSSB is impressive.  One study from the 1980s, using records going back as far as the 1940s, found CSSB ratings to be a powerful predictor of progression over the entire forty-odd years of senior civil servants’ careers.  Moreover, it has been argued that the very rigour and impartiality of CSSB implants in new senior civil servants the key values of professionalism and disinterestedness.

Problems with the RAS procedure.  There are difficulties even with this procedure.  From a technical point of view, RAS methods are not firmly based on job analysis.  From an administrative point of view, the centralised nature of selection in the British Civil Service means that RAS may not be responsive to the needs of individual departments.  It is significant that now that departments are no longer obliged to use the services of the privatised RAS, some have begun to look elsewhere.  For instance, the Employment Service, with 40,000 staff spread over a network of 1,600 offices, used a private consulting firm of organisational psychologists in preference to RAS to design a “biodata” based selection procedure, which led to more women and Black people getting through the system, and which also had a very impressive correlation coefficient of 0.61.

Recruitment and selection in British local government
Selection practice.  The experience of British local government is also relevant.  Recruitment and selection in British local authorities, particularly in County Councils, is highly decentralised: in a large local authority, there can be literally hundreds of separate points of selection.  Probably because the economies of scale are absent, selection methods in local authorities are less sophisticated, as the table below shows:

Table Two: Management selection methods used in British local authorities in 1991


Regularity of Use



never
less than half
about half
more than half
always
N



of applicants



Application Forms
1
0
<1
4
94
270

Interviews
<1
8
0
1
90
267

References
1
9
1
6
83
267

Personality Questionnaires
48
25
7
11
9
244

Cognitive Tests
61
23
4
8
4
229

Biodata
99
<1
<1
0
0
248

Assessment Centre-type Exercises
62
27
6
3
2
259

Note: Figures are expressed as percentages of the numbers of respondents.

(Source: Williams, 1992.)

The more sophisticated methods - cognitive tests and assessment centres - are almost the least used (an earlier survey found an inverse relationship between predictive value and frequency of use - the better the method, the less likely to be used!).

The place of employment equity  

Positive discrimination.  British law allows employers to encourage applications from disadvantaged groups, to provide special training to increase their eligibility and to ensure that discriminatory criteria are removed and inclusive criteria (such as experience of working with disadvantaged communities) are used.  It also allows recruitment targets to be set.  On the other hand, the law prohibits positive discrimination at the point of selection.  (A recent case even found against a local authority trying to pursue targets which favoured a Black applicant over a White applicant where they had been judged to be equally qualified.)  The prohibition appears widely supported, even by staff who have specialist responsibility for affirmative action in central and local government.  It is endorsed in the most recent detailed publication of the Institute of Personnel and Development.  (More detail on the legal framework is given in the section on affirmative action.)  

Recruitment targets.  Some UK organisations have set recruitment targets (Ford UK, the BBC and Littlewoods Stores are major examples). The National Health Service programme for action for Black staff, to which we have already referred, was based on targeting.  Its overall aim was stated to be:

“To achieve the equitable representation of minority ethnic groups at all levels in the NHS ... reflecting the ethnic composition of the local population”

We have already referred to some of its goals.  Another of them is relevant here:

“Recruitment and selection.  NHS Trusts ... to include in their business plans a local objective to increase the proportion of minority ethnic staff ... within a specified timescale, until fair representation is achieved.”

Despite such initiatives, British experience is not encouraging.  A survey in 1994 of 285 private and public sector employers found target setting to be the least successful of all affirmative action initiatives. In the boroughs of Hackney and Lambeth in London, for instance, where Black people make up more than 20% of the population, tough “proportionality” targets on race were set.  Although progress was substantial (numbers rising to 15%), targets were not met.  Councillors and Black consultative fora focused on the shortfall rather than the progress; “heads rolled”.  

Perhaps for this reason, the word “target” is not used in the Civil Service, “benchmark” being preferred.  Thus there is a “benchmark” for the desirable proportion of women in the senior civil service.  (A cynic might define a benchmark as a target which one is not serious about achieving!)

One local authority affirmative action specialist whom I interviewed in the course of my research commented that such targets are often unattainable in practice.  For instance, although Black people represent 5.5% of the population, only 1% of current trainee teachers are Black.  So where teaching authorities have targets, they sometimes engage in a “zero-sum game”, poaching teachers from other authorities by offering better pay and conditions.

One may argue that failure in this area, as in any area where staffing targets are set (rightsizing is another), is a symptom of poor human resource planning.  In South Africa’s case, the ending of voluntary severance packages encouraging staff to leave the public service is likely to slow down change in the composition of the workforce, but it does not appear that the close connection between VSPs and affirmative action has been spotted.

Eliminating discrimination in testing.  With the increased prominence of equal opportunity concerns, the Civil Service in Britain has started to take equity issues more seriously.  The finding that some tests disadvantage women or Black people has led to a search for alternative methods.  The Employment Service, as we saw above, has found biodata to lead to more equal outcomes, and their finding has been replicated in the Inland Revenue.  However, the inference that biodata is inherently more equitable than ability testing is probably unwarranted: one major British test agency has recently unveiled tests which have equal outcomes for both advantaged and disadvantaged groups.

Induction processes
While one comes across the occasional recognition that members of Black people, or women, may have serious problems in joining a workforce where they are in a minority, there are few innovations in induction to report which reflect it.  Black workers in local authorities have taken the initiative to set up Black workers’ groups, and in the 1980s there was a national network of such groups.  The London police force at one stage posted newly trained officers, both Black and White, to police stations in batches so that they would not be swallowed up by the hostile “canteen culture”.

On the other hand, legal protection for racial and sexual harassment at work has strengthened, with large awards being made in industrial tribunals to its victims and public organisations taking disciplinary action against its perpetrators.  These have had a deterrent effect on harassers.

Lessons from the British experience 
1. The British experience offers a choice.  On the one hand, there is the centralising route, where a central body profiting from economies of scale (the South African equivalent is the national PSC) offers sophisticated methods, with proven results and complete fairness.  On the other hand there is the decentralising route taken by many local authorities, where training is the vehicle for improving standards, and the interview remains the predominant method.  

2. It is unlikely that South Africa will consider that it has much to learn on equity in recruitment from Britain.  Yet the British experience of recruitment targets is instructive.  South Africa could usefully require human resource planning data to be furnished before any recruitment target is endorsed.
8.
AFFIRMATIVE ACTION
All the sub-headings specified in the project brief are dealt with in this section.

Women make up slightly more than half the population in Britain, and in 1993 were 44% of the labour force.  Statistics on race are shown below.

Table Three: Ethnic composition of the British population in 1991

Ethnic Group
Percentage

White

Ethnic minorities

Black

   Black Caribbean

   Black African

   Black other

South Asian

   Indian

   Pakistani

   Bangladeshi

Chinese & Others

   Chinese

   Other-Asian

   Other-other
94.5

5.5

1.6

0.9

0.4

0.3

2.7

1.5

0.9

0.3

1.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

Total Population (000s)
54,860

Source: Office of Population, Census and Surveys.

Black people make up only 5.5%, a figure that has not risen much in the last 16 years after the ending of primary immigration following the Nationality Act of 1981.  Pressure to end unfair discrimination against Black people is proportionately less than in South Africa.  This colours Britain’s approach to affirmative action, and affects the applicability of British experience to South Africa.

The development of equal opportunities policies and programmes has been spearheaded by Labour-led local authorities in the metropolitan areas where there are relatively large Black populations. (There is no sizeable area of Britain where Black people are in a majority, contrary to some popular British belief .)  It was only with the election of John Major as Conservative leader that central government began to take serious steps, though momentum is now increasing, as a recent report shows (Cabinet Office, 1996).

In this section I review legal provisions, and then go on to look at steps taken by employers.  This is a highly contentious and politicised area where it is not appropriate to set out a model of good practice.

The legal framework
Affirmative action is governed by a legal framework whose principal planks are the Sex Discrimination Act (1975), the Equal Pay Acts (1970 and 1986), the Race Relations Act (1976) and the Disability Discrimination Act (1996).  In Northern Ireland the Fair Employment Acts prohibit discrimination on grounds of religion.  Thus only gender, race and disability (and religion in Northern Ireland) are the subjects of legislation.  The employer’s right to discriminate on other arguably unfair grounds - such as age - is largely unconstrained.  Since the UK lacks a written constitution, unlike South Africa there is no constitutional right to equal treatment.

Employment policies and strategies
We have already seen the limitations in Britain on using selection to advance affirmative action.  Other affirmative actions taken in the public sector include:

· special training for women and Black people
· outreach work, such as seminars for Black undergraduates to encourage them to join the Civil Service
· promoting good practice with individual government departments
· integrating affirmative action with the anti-poverty strategies favoured by the new Labour government
A whole raft of measures have been taken under the ‘managing diversity’ banner.  A 1994 survey of private and public employers listed them in order of perceived effectiveness.

Table Four: The ten most successful diversity initiatives

Initiative
% rated as successful
n*

1. Introducing equal rights and benefits for part-time workers (compared with full-time workers).

2. Allowing flexibility in uniform/dress requirements.

3. Allowing time off for caring for dependants beyond that required by law e.g. extended maternity/paternity leave.

4. Benefits provided for employees’ partners are equally available to same-sex and different-sex partners.

5. Buying specialised equipment e.g. braille keyboards.

6. Employing helpers/signers for those who need them.

7. Training trainers in equal opportunities.

8. Eliminating age criteria from selection decisions.

9. Providing assistance with childcare.

10. Allowing staff to take career breaks.

=    Giving fair selection training to recruiters.

* The n varies across initiatives depending on the number of organisations that have

    implemented each initiative.


67

66

64

63

62

61

61

57

55

54

54
104

81

103

57

68

38

71

95

52

63

105

Source: Kandola & Fullerton, 1994: 60.
Staffing audits
Many large employers carry out “equal opportunity monitoring”.  In Northern Ireland, monitoring of the religious background of employees and applicants is a legal requirement, but not elsewhere.  Monitoring ought to be an indispensable HR planning tool, but like so much gathering of HR data, the purpose for which monitoring is being carried out is often unclear.  Data about the composition of the civil service is admirable, but appears not to be used formally as a planning tool.  Public support for affirmative action in a mainly White population, governed between 1979 and 1997 by a Conservative government, is weak, and public bodies often prefer to “do good by stealth”.  

The practice of one large local authority serves as an example.  Two kinds of data are collected: data about the composition of the workforce, and about the composition of  job applicants.  Both are in terms of race, gender and disability; workforce data is also broken down by grade.  Since the composition of the workforce changes only slowly, data about it is collected only bi-annually.  Data about applicants is collected for every appointment, and collated twice a year. Since the composition of the workforce can only change through job applicants being appointed, the authority focuses on applicant data.  Presentation of the data to elected councillors is the stimulus for action planning.  The authority has never set recruitment targets, but has the composition of the local population “in the back of its mind” when it considers the statistics.  

Turnover in staff posts
While public bodies do keep statistics about turnover, they are not used for affirmative action planning.

Changes in workforce composition
Proportionality remains a distant goal, even after 15 years of public practice ostensibly aimed at achieving it.  Progress where women is concerned has been impressive; progress on disability and race less so (though there have been recent real improvements: for instance, the rate of promotion from administrative assistant to administrative officer has doubled to 8.9% between 1994/5 to 1995/6).  It is arguable that such progress as has occurred is as much to do with social changes as deliberate policy interventions.  While the incidence of discrimination in the public sector has probably reduced owing to affirmative action initiatives, discrimination elsewhere in the economy persists stubbornly.  Changing the composition of a workforce has turned out to be a slower business was initially expected.
Mainstreaming versus specialist provision

Just as in South Africa, there is a lively debate about whether affirmative action should be a mainstream concern or a specialist responsibility.  The consensus is that it should be both.  The following example shows a possible pitfall of mainstreaming. 

Box Three: The downside of mainstreaming
In 1988 one large local authority with 15-17% Black people in its population shut down its HRM department, devolving all HRM responsibility to its line managers, using the argument that HRM should be a mainstream concern.  Between 1988 and 1993 the authority had to defend 63 race discrimination cases in court, incurring large legal bills, paying out over 100,000 pounds in awards, and suffering the humiliation of having an injunction taken out against it as a persistent discriminator.  A report in 1993 showed that the managers to whom responsibility had been devolved had had no training in how to make fair appointments, and that monitoring data had fallen into disuse.

Source: Storey, 1994.

Affirmative action specialists to whom I spoke were adamant that their posts were still needed.  Without it, they said, impetus would be lost, and only a minimalist avoidance of discrimination would occur.  But specialist advice needed to go hand-in-hand with managers taking personal responsibility for advancing equality.  
Affirmative action in service delivery
British law also prohibits discrimination in service delivery, and some public agencies have introduced policies on equal opportunity in this area.  This, however, is outside the project brief.

Lessons from the British experience 
1. Basic demographic differences limit the relevance of UK experience.  The methodology of affirmative action may be applicable, the debate about mainstreaming may have something to offer, and recent policies introduced under the ‘managing diversity’ banner may be of interest.  But the debate in Britain lacks urgency (as the limited changes in workforce composition show), and the new Labour government appears to prefer “social exclusion” as an organising construct, with anti-poverty strategies increasingly taking the place of equality initiatives. 
9.
INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AND TRADE UNIONS

A model of good practice
Like affirmative action, this is a highly contentious and politicised area where it is not appropriate to set out a model of good practice.  

Industrial relations in the British public sector
Developments in public industrial relations in Britain have been determined by political developments, and therefore have a limited generalisability.  In particular, government has had the “opportunity” to capitalise on the declining power of unions, whereas government in South Africa is currently obliged to respond to their increasing power.  We shall therefore deal with this topic more briefly than the other topics discussed in this paper.
Micro- and macro-management of industrial relations.  We can distinguish between the micro-management of industrial relations at the level of the individual worker, in terms of communications and handling of discipline and grievances, and macro-management at the level of recognition and interaction with trade unions.  British experience at the micro-level is generalisable.  However, British practice is similar to South Africa’s and so is not discussed here (a representative example of a disciplinary procedure, taken from a local authority, is appended here).  In the private sector, employers have sometimes used communications strategies to establish a direct link with their workers and to marginalise trade unions: employee attitude surveys are a favoured method.  

For the remainder of this section, we discuss the macro-management of industrial relations.  

Recognition of trade unions.  The 80s and early 90s saw trade union membership decline sharply in Britain.  However, this was not because employers derecognised trade unions but because employment in traditional trade union bastions such as coalmining and traditional manufacturing declined.  In the public sector, paradoxically, union membership increased over the same period.  Only very exceptionally has government derecognised a union (the government’s “spy” headquarters, GCHQ, and senior management staff in British Rail being possibly the only examples).  But union power has nonetheless weakened.

Decline in union power.  The rise in public union membership has been accompanied by a decline in unions’ power because of the “hollowing-out” of collective bargaining structures.  Government has not abolished negotiating structures.  Instead, they have acted subtly to weaken their influence.  This has happened in a number of ways, including:

· removal of closed shop arrangements: it is no longer possible to require appointees to join a union

· requiring secret ballots to be held before strike action can be taken

· recognition of “moderate” unions in areas like coalmining and teaching

· pay review bodies set up to decide pay levels unilaterally

· decentralising pay bargaining

· introducing market testing (civil service) and compulsory competitive tendering (local authorities)

· privatisation of public enterprises such as the electricity and rail industries

Public sector unions have tried to counter the erosion of their power by applying the “Unity is strength” motto.  The two unions representing white-collar and manual workers amalgamated five years ago; civil service unions are about to do the same, which will lead to one large union representing 90% of civil servants.

Governance structures.  Unlike their German counterparts, British unions have traditionally been ambivalent about participation in management, fearing that they would be party to decisions which were against their members’ interests.  Such participation as previously obtained has almost disappeared since 1979.  Union influence is confined to the core activity of bargaining over pay and conditions of service.  Thus, while unions have often been hostile to the introduction of performance appraisal, this has not prevented the civil service from extending its use.  (By contrast, in local authorities, the majority of which are Labour-controlled, union hostility has limited its progress.)

Joint structures do still exist.  At the Centre, the Cabinet Office meets the Council of Civil Service Unions regularly.  But this structure has far less power than the Central Bargaining Chamber in South Africa.  Most bargaining is delegated to departments.  

Lessons from the British experience 

1. Recent developments in British public industrial relations are the outcome of political developments and therefore not easily transferable.  Micro-management of industrial relations is less determined in this respect, but there have been few recent significant developments.  

2. Macro-management has been characterised by the declining power of unions, abetted by both changes in legislation and some subtle management practices.  Public union membership has nonetheless increased, and unions have used a policy of amalgamation to resist the government encroachment on their power.
10.
RIGHTSIZING

An analysis of the UK experience of “rightsizing” is the partial subject of McCourt (1998). For ease of reference, however, I summarise here what I consider to be the principal lessons of the review.

· A strategic decision needs to be taken about whether to manage rightsizing through numbers of staff or through budgets (I understand that DPSA has now decided to manage through budgets).
· Any target for reduction in the number of jobs should be based on human resource planning data to ensure that it is realistic (the same is true of affirmative action targets).
· In all the countries studied, rightsizing was less painful than feared.  It was possible to reduce the number of jobs while making very few workers redundant, through eliminating ghost workers, enforcing retirement ages, using natural wastage and so on.  Difficult targets were met.
· While financial redundancy packages were normally carefully designed, all the countries failed to make adequate training or counselling provision for staff who were made redundant.  In some cases there was no provision at all; in others, provision was ineffectual, because of delays or because of false assumptions about the ability or willingness of other agencies (such as the Ministry of Labour or banks) to help.
11.
WORK ETHIC (written by Charles Polidano)
This section deals with measures to promote greater commitment to ethical values of impartiality and honesty within the public service.  It has been written in the light of the White Paper on the Transformation of the Public Service.  It will not comment specifically on the Code of Conduct.  We assume that it applies to both administrative and political appointees.  Rather, the focus of this section is on how to give force to the provisions on ethical behaviour.

Good practice in controlling corruption: taking a holistic approach

Transparency International, a major international NGO concerned with corruption and good governance, and having chapters in several industrialised, African and Latin American countries, argues that a holistic approach is best in curbing corruption.  Such an approach should consist of the following elements:

· demonstrable political commitment by political leaders against corruption, regardless of who is involved

· comprehensive anti-corruption legislation that is implemented by an autonomous agency endowed with strong legal powers

· identification and targeting of those government functions that are most susceptible to corruption, and a review of procedures to minimise scope for abuse

· ensuring that public salaries are adequate and not too far below private sector levels (though effective action against corruption can be taken before this condition is met)

· providing additional legal deterrents against corruption, e.g. the nullification of contracts, licences or permits obtained through corruption: this would force overseas export guarantee agencies to closely monitor the international transactions which they underwrite, and it would also give the public an incentive to avoid corrupt behaviour and report demands for bribes.  (Pope, 1995)

Operationalising the Code of Conduct
A critical element of the above is the establishment of an independent anti-corruption body.  Such a body would monitor adherence to the Code and initiate appropriate action in cases of failure to observe its provisions.  Setting up an enforcement agency along such lines is necessary since: 

· public servants may interpret the absence of such a mechanism as a signal that they need not take the Code seriously or alter their conduct to conform with its provisions;

· public cynicism will emerge if the Government is not seen to be tackling corruption and other abuses of public office notwithstanding the existence of the Code; such cynicism may then extend to other aspects of public service reform, undermining efforts to forge a partnership for reform with civil society as contemplated in the White Paper.

Two case studies of the use of enforcement mechanisms are given below: one dealing with the UK, and the other with Singapore and Hong Kong.  The latter two countries are included as examples of best practice in the developing world whose experience usefully complements that of the UK; despite the Commonwealth Secretariat’s input, it may also not be widely known in South Africa.  

Mechanisms to control corruption in the UK

In the UK, the primary institution concerned with fairness and impartiality in government's dealings with the public is the Ombudsman, known officially as the Parliamentary Commissioner for Administration.  It is not specifically an anti-corruption agency.  Any cases of corruption are dealt with by the normal investigative and judicial machinery of the state.  

There is no organisation concerned specifically with corruption in public administration.  This may reflect the fact that, notwithstanding recent concerns about ‘sleaze’ (misconduct by MPs) and the weakness of parliamentary oversight of government, public administration is still seen to be relatively ‘clean’.  A code of conduct for civil servants was set out in 1995, though this was more in response to concerns about the maintenance of a proper relationship between ministers and civil servants than corruption as such.

In response to recent concerns over ‘sleaze’ (the popular term for improper behaviour by politicians), Parliament has also set up its an internal committee to investigate MPs accused of misconduct.  This committee has bipartisan support, reflecting the current perception that the public will punish a party which appears ‘soft’ on alleged misconduct by its MPs.  

Anti-corruption efforts in Singapore and Hong Kong

The importance of political leadership.  Corruption was perceived as a serious problem in both Singapore and Hong Kong.  In Singapore, for instance, there was a high incidence of unethical behaviour in the immediate post-war period, partly due to high inflation and declining real salaries during the period of Japanese occupation in World War II.  In both jurisdictions, however, corruption has been brought under control following sustained efforts to deal with the problem in the 1960s and 70s, and it is no longer seen as a serious threat to the integrity of the state.  Governmental resolve has been crucial in the process.  This was demonstrated in Singapore in the late 1980s, when a minister committed suicide after being investigated for corrupt activities.  The government's response was to pass new legislation providing for, among other things, the recovery of the proceeds of corrupt behaviour from the estates of deceased persons.

The role and size of anti-corruption agencies.  Both countries passed comprehensive anti-corruption legislation setting up investigation agencies and vesting in them considerable legal powers such as, for instance, the right to obtain statements from witnesses (Singapore) or to require government organisations to alter working procedures to reduce the potential for corruption (Hong Kong).  In Singapore, the penalties for corrupt behaviour include the surrender of illegal earnings on pain of incurring a higher prison sentence.  

Of particular note is the size of the investigation agencies.  In the 1980s, Hong Kong's Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) had 1,087 staff and a budget of HK$109 million.  Singapore's counterpart, the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB), was much smaller, with 71 officers and a budget of S$6 million; however, this is still much larger than corresponding bodies in most other countries.  At the same time, it shows that good results can be had by organisations considerably smaller than that of Hong Kong.  

Both bodies carry out other roles in addition to the core activity of investigating malpractices and supporting prosecutions.  These include prevention (recommending changes to government procedures to make them less vulnerable to corruption), and awareness-building via training programmes for public servants and use of the media.  

Supporting measures.  Singapore's CPIB was supported by a Ministry of Finance directive to other ministries to take a variety of measures to minimise corruption in vulnerable areas.  These measures included better supervision, the reduction of procedural delays, regular rotation of staff, and surprise checks.  Such measures had to be reviewed regularly every few years to ensure that they remained effective.  

Involving the public.  Of particular note are the efforts of Hong Kong's ICAC to reach out to the public, community organisations, and professional bodies.  It opened local offices joining together ICAC staff, local council members, and representatives of civic associations: the aim was to develop trust and gather reliable information.  Six bodies with membership from auditors' and accountants' associations oversaw various activities of the ICAC.  These associations brought with them both specialised knowledge and credibility.  

Further issues

Channels for prosecution.  Both Singapore and Hong Kong have continued to rely on the normal judicial processes for prosecution and conviction of those identified as having been involved in corrupt activities.  Attempting to do otherwise may encounter constitutional obstacles, and would probably be considered unacceptable in a democratic country (though it may be possible to use disciplinary mechanisms against public servants independently of criminal proceedings).  

This does mean, however, that weaknesses in the judicial system — excessive length of cases or the unpredictability of verdicts — could become the Achilles heel of anti-corruption campaigns.  This has in fact happened in a number of countries.  A careful assessment would need to be made of the extent to which this could also turn out to be the case in South Africa.  The strengthening of the judicial system may need to be undertaken as a component of a strategy to curb corruption.  Since the credibility of initiatives to control corruption often depends on their ability to bring about quick results, alternative means to deliver sanctions should also be sought.  These could include disciplinary proceedings in the case of public servants, as already mentioned, and dismissal in the case of political appointees to office.  

Decentralisation and the control of corruption.  Given that one of the main thrusts of public service reform in South Africa is management decentralisation, a question which emerges is whether this could contribute to an increase in corruption.  The question emerges because:

· the incidence of corruption is sometimes related to the extent of discretion which officials are able to exercise in decision-making, and the reduction of officials' discretion is often prescribed as a means of reducing the potential for corrupt behaviour

· in some countries the centralisation of management authority in the public service is justified as a way of minimising discretion and the possibility of corruption.

However, Transparency International notes that centralisation may itself generate corruption as people seek to overcome delays and inefficiencies.  Two extreme cases are drawn:  "One [bureaucracy] perhaps may be characterised by the presence of chaos, with an absence of rules, with poor record-keeping and rapidly changing personnel, all dictating a payment of bribes as an antidote to uncertainty.  At the other extreme, another might suffer from over-rigidity: possessing a clear hierarchy and an abundance of rules, but with decision-making only at the highest levels, so encouraging pay-offs to bypass bottle-necks and ensure that resources are not depleted by going through the system" (Pope, 1995: 285).  This is consistent with findings from other countries that a high degree of centralisation is ultimately self-defeating, since people faced with a multiplicity of rules and regulations will seek ways to subvert them.  

Lessons from the British and other relevant international experience

Effective action to control corruption requires:

1. Clear political commitment
2. Comprehensive anti-corruption legislation setting up an autonomous body to tackle corruption and giving it extensive legal powers.  
3. A remit extending to both the political and the administrative level of government, though it may target specific areas of government activity
4. The resources to give the anti-corruption agency the necessary size and authority.
12.
STRUCTURE OF HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT IN 
THE BRITISH CIVIL SERVICE
Good practice in decentralisation of HRM functions
There is a growing consensus, reflected in the World Bank’s 1997 World Development Report on the role of the state, that decentralisation of administrative functions, HRM included, is contingent on two factors: integrity and capacity.  Where both integrity and capacity are present in the periphery, it is appropriate to decentralise.  Where either is absent, then it may be appropriate to retain responsibility in the Centre (of course this assumes that the Centre has both integrity and capacity).  However, there may also be particular reasons why specific functions are either centralised or decentralised.

Decentralisation of HRM in the British civil service
HRM in the British civil service is now highly decentralised.  Beginning in the early 1980s, responsibility for personnel decisions has passed to departments and agencies, who in turn have passed responsibility further down to line managers. The influential Cassels report of 1983 on personnel work in the civil service had this to say:

“Personnel divisions are too often seen as the custodians of rule-books which are there to be applied in a precise and literal way by line managers and staff ... Too much authority is centralised ... this is wrong because it removes an important aspect of the management function ... and means that decisions are not being taken by those who have to live with them.” (Cassels, 1983: 36)

A one-clause bill was introduced to formalise delegation, which up to the passing of the bill could only be at the discretion of the Cabinet Office.  

Exceptions to decentralisation.  Two functions have not been decentralised: the pension scheme, where an “economies of scale” argument was used, and the management of the Senior Civil Service, where it was argued that top civil servants’ loyalty should be to the civil service as a corporate entity, and that a unified service would promote cohesion across government.  In addition, and contrary to the dogma of decentralisation, individual issues become politicised from time to time, demanding a service-wide response.  For instance, following negative press publicity, the Cabinet Office acted to prohibit civil servants in all departments from claiming “air miles” when they went on overseas trips.

Integrity.  Our informants said that the integrity of departments was never an issue: fairness is “ingrained in the soul”.  Integrity is allegedly policed through peer group pressure: principal establishment officers network with each other and with the Centre.  There is no evidence that delegation has led to abuses that would not otherwise have occurred.  (On the other hand, there was concern about politicisation of some public appointments towards the end of the Conservative period in office; we discuss it in our section on work ethics.)

Interestingly, I was told that the government has not delegated to the Foreign Office.  As an isolated service, it was felt that the peer group mechanism could not work.

Capacity.  I was told that this was never an issue.  While some smaller departments worried about taking on responsibility, they were still happy to have it when it was offered.

The process of decentralisation
Decentralisation took fifteen years to complete.  While a plausible post facto argument could be advanced that the process was magnificently phased, the reality is that the very gradual transition was more to do with squaring political opposition by using the “thin end of the wedge”.  Thus for instance departments were invited to make their own pay arrangements quite early on, so that the Inland Revenue introduced performance-related pay as early as 1988, but it was only in 1996 that decentralised pay bargaining was introduced across the board.  

Unions were consistently hostile to decentralisation.  The Council of Civil Service Unions’ view was that

“If proposals for delegation are implemented, personnel management will be seen by line managers as an even greater burden and will be accorded a low priority.  This will ... ultimately prove incompatible with the efficiency of the Civil Service.” (Cassels, 1983: 57)

But unions were not strong enough, in this area as in others, to impose their will on government.  

The current structure and functions of HRM in the British civil service
The central role.  There is still a central HRM function, but much reduced (the size of the Cabinet Office has dropped from over 2000 to roughly 100 staff).  What was previously the Civil Service department is now the Office of Public Service within the Cabinet Office.  There is still a minister for the public service, but he has additional government responsibilities.  There is a permanent secretary heading up the Office, reporting both to the minister for the public service and to the Head of the Home Civil Service.  

Apart from its role in managing the senior civil service, the Cabinet Office’s HRM role is to co-ordinate and to “broker good practice”.  There is also a strategic role: for instance, the Cabinet Office led the development of the 1996 White Paper on Development and Training for Civil Servants, and has co-ordinated responses.  The co-ordinating and good practice roles are carried out by providing specialist advice and guidance and facilitating networking.  

The departmental role.  The principal officer responsible for HRM in departments is the Principal Establishment Officer.  Despite protestations about the need to integrate HR practice with overall business strategy, he or she is on the top management board of the department in only a minority of cases.

Responsibility for HRM is delegated quite far down into departments.  So, for instance, training budgets are typically held at a middle to senior management level.  

Cross-departmental links.  Links between the British Cabinet Office and the Treasury are strong.  In the 1980s, for instance, rightsizing was driven as much by the Treasury as by the Cabinet Office.
Lessons from the British experience 
1. Britain’s experience since 1980 points to a changed role for the Centre, with almost total decentralisation of HRM functions supported by a small central body charged principally with developing strategy, co-ordinating and promoting good practice. Such a body might retain a few executive functions, including possibly (in the current climate) labour relations.  There might be a more explicit recognition than Britain has been prepared to make that some politically sensitive matters still require a central approach.

2. On the other hand, the gradualness of the transition from central to decentralised control in Britain points to a phased approach.  This might apply not only to the overall restructuring of responsibility for HRM in government, but also to the introduction of individual policies.  Decentralisation might proceed at different speeds in different national departments or provinces, subject to their capacity to take on responsibility.

3. In national departments and provinces, there is a lesson that Britain has only partially learned: the importance of having a strategic post at top management level with oversight of HRM in the department.

4. Finally, the British experience highlights the need for close co-ordination between DPSA and the Ministry of State Expenditure on matters of common concern.

13.
CONCLUSION
It seems appropriate to conclude with a tentative general comparison between public human resource management in Britain and South Africa.  The author of a paper like this one has to guard against the tendency to say that different means worse: that wherever there are differences between the two countries, South Africa comes off worse in the comparison.  There is also a tendency for a jaundiced resident in Britain to find the grass greener on the other side.  

In both countries, rhetoric and reality are two different things.  Britain in its more sanguine moments would like to believe that a new, strategic, professional approach has permeated government, but in reality its penetration is partial, and many staff and managers are unenthusiastic about such matters as the manager’s role in appraising and developing staff and in making pay decisions.  South Africa, for its part, would perhaps like to believe that transformation can be achieved by administrative fiat, through the issuing of White Papers and the like.  Both countries are stymied by the merely partial ability of government to make its writ run throughout a labyrinthine bureaucracy.  

So there are general similarities.  Are there also differences?  From a South African point of view, British public administration might be summed up in the immortal words of Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols:


“Don’t know what I want, but I know how to get it.”

There is administrative competence, but no overarching vision or mission.  

From a British point of view, South African public administration might be characterised as having a reach which exceeds its grasp.  In the at least equally immortal words of T.S. Eliot,


“Between the idea


 And the reality ...


 Falls the Shadow.”

The vision is clear, but the methods that will realise it remain elusive.  

Britain and South Africa can learn from each other.  The UK’s new Labour administration, committed to ending “social exclusion” through an anti-poverty strategy, has something to learn from South Africa about reorienting public services to serve the interests of the majority.  But my brief was to draw out the lessons for South Africa of the British experience.  What, in general, are they?

It is possible that the gap between policy (“the idea”) and implementation (“the reality”) is simply the inevitable outcome of a sensible strategy: that in the early stages of a new administration it was necessary to step back and look fundamentally at what public administration was for and where it was going; and that without such a fundamental appraisal there would simply have been a continuation of apartheid service provision.  Be that as it may, three years into the new administration is a good time to shift emphasis from policy formulation to policy implementation.  Clarity of vision might go hand-in-hand with the administrative practices which will realise the vision.  In practice that might mean emphasising the following.

Overall lessons from the British experience: implications for practice
1. Communicating the vision, not further refining it

2. Listening to the views of national departments and provinces about how to implement the vision, facilitating good practice through networking and co-ordination

3. Providing practical guidance in the form of codes of practice, incorporating pro formas where appropriate in areas like performance management and recruitment and selection (this might entail upgrading the professional skills of staff at the Centre)
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� “Britain” in this report refers to Great Britain: England, Scotland and Wales, excluding Northern Ireland.


� From this point, “departments” will be used as a shorthand for “departments and executive agencies”.
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