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PUBLIC SECTOR MARKET INSIGHT – Issue One (April 2010)  
Welcome to the first in our series of papers on current concerns in the public sector employment and labour markets. We hope you will find some practical dialogue and solutions inside that you can share with others in the sector.  
Senior managers across the public sector are being asked to do more with less and produce higher quality outputs. In this issue of “Market Insight,” Leigh Johnson demonstrates how you can work more efficiently and productively in a constrained fiscal environment, through the use of flexible workforce solutions.

Getting the people you need
Not so long ago, I received a phone call from a client seeking that perfect candidate to assist with a crucial project. It was a tall order - a single candidate with four distinct areas of expertise… and a proven delivery record in the public sector.  

It’s not uncommon to get requests from managers seeking the “universal” candidate: someone who can demonstrate a mix of skills (e.g. policy, financial, social and regulatory). A list of their many additional and necessary qualities usually runs a little like this:
· Proven leadership qualities

· Willing to share knowledge, and available to mentor and up-skill junior staff

· Agile and productive from day one

· Able to support management across planning and project management 

· And naturally, great interpersonal and relationship skills.
A great candidate, yes. A perfect candidate… well, perhaps. Hiring a universal candidate is often seen as a “cover-all-bases/fix my problem’ solution. But I always find myself asking: Is a universal candidate really what you need to be successful? And, looking at the rapid pace of change in the public sector, will they still be what you need in two years time? 
Universal candidates can also mean having to make sacrifices. Considering the fiscal constraints across the sector, taking on a high-flyer (if you can get them) may mean you’ll be unable to afford all the permanent staff you want. 
With these things in mind, I went back to my client.  “Have you thought about more flexible work options?” I asked. 
Future planning: a question of resources
Flexible workforces – and the practices associated with ‘flex’ – are hardly revolutionary these days. Generally the term refers to on-call, temporary, contract, freelance, casual, part-time or project-specific staff, and may also include staff who work from home. Opting to work on flex is no longer the province of working parents, baby boomers with lifestyle desires or employees with health-related concerns.
In Mastering the Art of a Flexible Culture, a US report aligned with the findings of the Working Mother 100 Best Companies, flexible work is considered “the new normal”. According to the research, “flex is connected to other business objectives – to organisational change, sustainability, disaster planning and facilities planning.” 95% of the best companies in the US consider flex the standard and 87% include it as part of their strategic planning.
As a solution to staffing requirements in New Zealand’s public sector, flex has numerous benefits. (And, as I told my client: “Why look for an all-rounder when you could find four high-quality specialists instead?”) 
Small agencies in particular are often limited in their ability to hire a full-time employee in specialist, technical areas. It can also be difficult to provide specialist staff with the adequate professional development and peer interaction they need to be high performers.

Larger agencies may have bigger budgets to play with, but there will always be financial trade-offs. In 2009 we saw the pressure to move staff to the front line, with cut backs and redundancies in our head office teams. But as you already know, workloads there have not declined.
And of course there’s the question of cost—the phrase value-for-money is used so often these days it might well be a government slogan. But how do you attract the best and brightest when salary costs and increases must be kept on a belt-tightening minimum?
Why use a flexible workforce?
Alex Dodd’s recent article for Talentmgt.com, The Flexible Workforce: A Secret Weapon in the War for Talent, makes the benefits of flex clear. Flexible staffing models enable organisations to “accommodate volume fluctuations, maintain leaner permanent head counts and access the expertise they need, when they need it.”

Simply, flex is the simple, cost-effective option that allows you to plan your teams around your outputs.

So how can you get the flexible workforce you want - a pool of people who are available when you need them, and at true value-for-money?

One option is to outsource to a professional services firm: a multi-national, public law, economic or policy consultancy. While you will get great delivery, you’ll have to pay the high hourly rates that go with using these providers. 

If the cost has you questioning your budget, the second option is to hire local, experienced talent – people like you who have made a successful switch to self-employed contracting and consulting. We know the recent downturn in the contracting market has whittled down this labour force to its best and brightest. Gone are the “serial employees” who worked on ‘contracts for service’ rather than employment agreements.
Those contractors who have weathered the economic storm of 2009 are seasoned professionals with a proven track record.  
But there is a downside. Both of these scenarios mean you’ll probably have to go out to tender on GETS for any contract in excess of $100,000. That means many hours spent preparing procurement documents, evaluating tenders and finalising contracts. I know from experience that many of our public sector clients are struggling to cope with these extra demands - never mind the compliance and transaction costs.
Recently I’ve had some of my clients come up with a third option—a solution that saves time and stress, manages risk and provides value-for-money.
So how do you stay ahead of the pack?
This third option is to go out with a single RFP to find suppliers for contract and flexible resources for an extended period of time. Working with the GETS tender process, you can create an ongoing agreement with a supply chain partner, like The Johnson Group.

Using a straight forward contract-to-supply, we’ll be able to provide you with highly capable people from our talent pool when required and at short notice, with minimal time and effort from you. As New Zealand’s only public sector human capital specialist, we have access to a large pool of experienced, quality consultants and contractors from both the public and private sectors. All have a proven track record of producing the kind of results you and your managers need to succeed - a ‘safe pair of hands’. 
What’s more, this approach to GETS means you’ll have a one-off transaction cost for an arrangement that will fulfil your contracting needs for a two to three year period. And there’s also the added benefit that you can call on these people on an ongoing basis for repeat assignments.
A small number of my clients—after seeing the success of flexible arrangements in other agencies—are currently trialling or thinking about going down this track in the future. 

But back to my original client.   
Initially she chose not to opt for a flexible option—reasoning that there must be many universal candidates available in what is now perceived as a buyers market. (And certainly, there are more candidates on the market… but what I’m hearing, again and again, is that there remain few with the right skills and background.) 
However, she’s now gone back to the drawing board. She’s decided what she’s really looking for is a long-term solution that will revitalise her operation by:
· Building an adaptive, flexible and resilient workforce

· Hiring productive people

· Enriching the skills of her current workforce

· Engaging the talent that will give her the results she needs
· Reducing workload stress!

We’re currently discussing how we can use a flexible workforce approach to solve not only her needs, but those of her fellow managers.
Make flex work for you
We’re all adapting to the long term effects of the fiscal constraints we all face. (As the director of an SME, I genuinely share this challenge.) Now is the time to do more than just drive for efficiencies. Instead we must consider how we need to change the way we deliver to our stakeholders.  

To help you achieve the best workforce solutions, we can talk to you about the various benefits of using flex as part of your recruitment and planning strategy. We’re also offering a full audit of your current decision analysis processes for making hiring decisions. 
Help us to help you meet your value-for-money objectives while giving your managers and staff the tools they need to be successful in 2010 and beyond.  
Campbell Hepburn – General Manager
Leigh Johnson – Director, Business Development
The Johnson Group
leigh@thejohnsongroup.co.nz
www.thejohnsongroup.co.nz
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