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Performance Audit Report 

Australian Capital Territory Public Service 
Recruitment Practices  

Today the ACT Auditor-General, Dr Maxine Cooper, presented the ‘Australian Capital Territory 
Public Service Recruitment Practices’ Report to the Speaker for tabling in the ACT Legislative 
Assembly. 

The report provides and independent opinion to the Legislative Assembly on efficiency and 
effectiveness of recruitment practices in the ACT Public Service. 

Attached is Chapter 1 – Report summary and conclusions.  This includes recommendations. 

The report  

Copies of the report are available from the ACT Auditor-General’s Office website, 
www.audit.act.gov.au and the Office (please call 6207 0833 or go to 11 Moore Street, Canberra). 

  

http://www.audit.act.gov.au/


  
 
 

  

1. REPORT SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 This report presents the results of a performance audit of the recruitment practices 
of four Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Public Service agencies.  The audit 
reviewed these agencies’ compliance with the Public Sector Management Act 1994, 
relevant standards, policies and guidelines.    

1.2 Efficient and effective recruitment practices that comply with legislation, industrial 
agreements and government policies are critical for ensuring that the ACT Public 
Service has employees who can deliver high quality programs and services.  Risks 
associated with poor recruitment practices include inappropriate selection and 
appointment of staff, lack of transparency and timeliness of processes and 
exposure of the ACT Public Service to poor program and service delivery and 
reputational damage.   

1.3 The audit is focused on the ACT Public Service’s four principles of recruitment: 
merit; equity and diversity; fairness; and efficiency.  These principles are explained 
in Appendix C.    

AUDIT OBJECTIVE AND SCOPE 

1.4 The objective of the audit is to provide an independent opinion to the Legislative 
Assembly on the efficiency and effectiveness of recruitment practices in the ACT 
Public Service.    

1.5 The audit covers the period from January 2009 to December 2011. The four 
agencies reviewed are: 

 Canberra Institute of Technology; 

 Education and Training Directorate; 

 Health Directorate; and 

 Justice and Community Safety Directorate.    

1.6 These agencies were selected so that the audit covered two of the ACT Public 
Service’s largest entities (the Education and Training Directorate and Health 
Directorate, comprising approximately fifty per cent of the ACT Public Service 
workforce) and two agencies with diverse workforces and recruitment practices 
(Canberra Institute of Technology and the Justice and Community Safety 
Directorate).    

1.7 The audit examined: 

 whether ACT Public Service recruitment practices comply with the Public Sector 
Management Act 1994; 



  
 
 

 whether recruitment practices demonstrate an open and competitive process 
with selection based on merit; 

 whether the competitive selection process provides for the selection of suitable 
applicants in a timely manner; 

 the efficiency and effectiveness of higher duties (acting) arrangements; and 

 the engagement of Shared Services Human Resources, within the Treasury 
Directorate, in providing centralised and consolidated human resource (and 
recruitment) administrative services to ACT Public Service agencies.    

1.8 Concurrently with considering the above, the audit respected the important role 
enterprise agreements have in setting requirements for employment terms and 
conditions and recruitment practices.  The enterprise agreements have the highest 
authority for the employment of staff below executive level as they have authority 
derived from Commonwealth legislation. 

1.9 Appendix A presents the audit criteria, approach and method.  

AUDIT CONCLUSION 

ACT Public Service recruitment practices are overall effective and generally comply with 
key requirements of the Public Sector Management Act 1994.  However, there are 
shortcomings that need to be addressed and improvements need to be made to the 
efficiency of recruitment practices and the management of higher duties (acting) 
arrangements. 

ACT recruitment overview 

A significant proportion of the ACT Government’s total expenditure is on employee and 
superannuation expenses.  In 2012, this amounted to $2 092 million or 48 percent of the 
Government’s total expenditure ($1 935 million or 47 percent in 2011).  To maximise the 
benefits from this expenditure effective recruitment processes are very important to 
attract and appoint appropriate staff. 

There was a significant amount of recruitment activity in the ACT Public Service in the 
three years to 2011-12 and a whole-of-government analysis or evaluation of recruitment 
activities is needed.  This might best be undertaken by the Commissioner for Public 
Administration. 

Recruitment processes 

ACT Government agencies use a range of appropriate methods to attract a suitable pool 
of applicants and provide opportunities for Equal Employment Opportunity groups.  In 
2011-12 ACT Government agencies generally improved the timeliness of their recruitment 
process, when compared to 2010-11.  However, no agency is meeting the ACT 
Government time-to-hire target of 40 days.     

The Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate’s Recruitment in the ACT Public Service 



  
 
 

guidance document has given, and continues to give, strong support to guiding 
recruitment processes and achieving consistency in ACT Government agencies.  However, 
it needs to be strengthened by incorporating all current practices and mandatory 
requirements.     

There are shortcomings in agencies’ recruitment practices in that there is minimal formal 
consideration of agency workforce and strategic planning when undertaking recruitment 
activities and a common oversight in all agencies of not documenting the initial 
considerations as to whether or not there is a genuine need to recruit at all. Another 
shortcoming is the training of employees involved in recruitment processes, particularly 
those involved in selection committees. While agencies were found to generally comply 
with the legislative and better practice requirements that relate to record-keeping for 
recruitment there were some shortcomings in all agencies examined where 
documentation was found to be incomplete, lacking in detail and in some instances not 
existing at all.  

Better practice recruitment examples exist in some ACT Government agencies but these 
are not widely known.  These need to be considered for broader application. However it 
is recognised that there may be practical limitations and costs with respect to extending 
their implementation across the broader ACT Public Service.  

Higher duties (acting) arrangements 

The processes relevant to higher duties (acting) arrangements with respect to delegations 
and the use of standard forms and templates were appropriate.   However, it was difficult 
to form an opinion on the appropriateness of the decision-making process due to 
shortcomings in documentation and record-keeping.   

A significant proportion of higher duties (acting) arrangements were extended for more 
than six months without the mandatory merit-based selection process.  There were also a 
significant number of instances where higher duties (acting) arrangements were 
approved for five or fewer days without reasons being documented.  Higher duties 
(acting) appointments of five or fewer days need to be carefully considered given their 
associated administrative costs.  These issues indicate that the overall management of 
higher duties needs to be improved.  The 2003 Compliance Performance Audit – 
Recruitment Processes (Report No 7 of 2003), raised similar issues and this suggests that 
there have not been improvements made to ACT Government agencies’ higher duties 
(acting) practices since that audit.    

KEY FINDINGS 

1.10 The audit conclusions are supported by the following key findings: 

ACT Public Service recruitment context (Chapter 2) 

 Higher duties (acting) arrangements are overwhelmingly the most dominant 
recruitment activity, representing approximately 83 percent of all recruitment 
transactions in 2011-12.   



  
 
 

 The total number of recruitment transactions in the ACT Public Service, including 
appointments, promotions, temporary (contract) arrangements and higher duties 
(acting) arrangements has increased in the three years to July 2012.    

 There has been no whole-of-government analysis or evaluation of recruitment 
activities or trends. This is needed given the volume of higher duties (acting) 
arrangements, combined with the poor supporting documentation associated with the 
granting of higher duties, as well as limited documentation demonstrating the 
integration of recruitment activities’ with workforce planning strategies.  This leads to 
a risk that agencies’ recruitment transactions may be unnecessarily costly to the ACT 
Government.  In the absence of any regular monitoring of activities and trends, it is 
difficult to prove, or alternatively disprove, that ACT Public Service recruitment 
activities, particularly with respect to higher duties (acting) arrangements, are 
appropriate.  

 Many of the findings made in the Compliance Performance Audit – Recruitment 
Processes (Report No 7 of 2003) remain valid in 2012.  For example, the 2003 audit 
found that agencies’ recruitment practices were generally consistent with legislation 
and policies and appropriate selection processes were used to fill position vacancies.  
However, of particular concern is that higher duties (acting) arrangements were found 
to be an issue in the 2003 audit and since then there appears to have been little 
change to ACT Public Service custom and practices.   

 Since the 2003 audit, a common set of guidelines for recruitment have been 
developed and implemented, at a whole-of-government level, as a means of 
encouraging consistency in approach in the ACT public sector.  These are presented in 
the Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate guidance document Recruitment in the ACT 
Public Service.  This document is particularly important in achieving consistency in 
recruitment practices in the ACT Public Service.  

Recruitment processes (Chapter 3)  

 The average time-to-hire for ACT Public Service agencies in 2011-12 was 54.3 days 
(compared with 62.7 days in 2010-11).  This represents a significant improvement 
from 2010-11, but does not meet the ACT Government’s benchmark target for time-
to-hire of 40 days.    

 Since the 2003 audit, a common set of guidelines for recruitment have been 
developed at a whole-of-government level, in order to encourage consistency in 
approach in the ACT Public Service.  These are presented in the Chief Minister and 
Cabinet Directorate guidance document Recruitment in the ACT Public Service.  While 
the key principles of recruitment are well-articulated in this document, it is at least 
seven years old and does not recognise more recent developments in ACT Public 
Service administrative processes and requirements.    

 Position profiles were developed and documented for vacant positions prior to their 
advertisement and, in most instances, there was evidence that the position profiles 
were reviewed and approved by the delegate immediately prior to being advertised.    

 Agencies used a range of appropriate methods to advertise for prospective candidates 
and these methods were effective for attracting a suitable pool of applicants.  



  
 
 

Agencies’ recruitment practices also provided suitable opportunities for all potential 
applicants, including Equal Employment Opportunity groups.    

 The Health Directorate has not provided time-to-hire information to the 
Commissioner for Public Administration to assist in the preparation of the annual ACT 
Public Service Workforce Profile.  Audit sought data from the Health Directorate 
directly, but was advised that this could not be produced. 

 There was variation in record-keeping practices in the agencies examined as part of 
the audit.  There was a general lack of consistency in the level, detail and 
completeness of the documentation maintained by the agencies in relation to 
recruitment processes.    

 The Education and Training Directorate could not provide documentary evidence of a 
temporary transfer form on the position file for eighty percent of the transfer 
transactions tested.  This reduces the overall level of transparency associated with the 
transfer and reduces Audit’s ability to verify that appropriate decision-making was 
applied to the transfer transaction.   

 Shared Services Human Resources is contributing to the consistency of administrative 
processes related to recruitment in the ACT Public Service.  Better practice initiatives 
of Shared Services Human Resources include the development and implementation of 
recruitment fact sheets and checklists to assist agencies.  Shared Services Human 
Resources efficiently processed agencies’ recruitment transactions examined as part 
of the audit.   

 The Health Directorate has implemented an e-recruitment system, which represents 
better practice in ACT Public Service recruitment.  The e-recruitment system is an on-
line system, which facilitates the entire recruitment process.  The system facilitates 
management of the process by the relevant recruitment officer and promotes the 
maintenance of all recruitment documentation within a single system.   

Higher duties (acting) arrangements (Chapter 4)    

 The standard ACT Government Temporary Transfer/Higher Duties Form does not 
require documentation to be attached that demonstrates the reasons for a vacancy or 
explains why a decision was made that a higher duties (acting) arrangement is 
appropriate.   

 Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate’s Recruitment in the ACT Public Service 
document requires that a merit process is required for higher duties (acting) 
arrangements of six months or more.  A large proportion of higher duties (acting) 
arrangements were extended for more than six months, without evidence that a 
mandatory merit process was undertaken.    

 Higher duties (acting) arrangements are primarily governed by enterprise agreements 
between directorates / agencies and their employees.  The enterprise agreements 
considered as part of this audit specifically allow for the payment of a higher duties 
allowance for acting arrangements for a minimum of one day for positions at the ASO6 
classification or below.  The Public Sector Management Act 1994, Public Sector 
Management Standards 2006 and Recruitment in the ACT Public Service guidance 



  
 
 

document also provide some requirements for higher duties (acting) arrangements. 

 A large proportion of higher duties (acting) arrangements were for periods of five or 
fewer days.  There was generally inadequate documentation to demonstrate reasons 
for a vacancy and provide evidence that all options were considered before approval 
was sought for the higher duties (acting) arrangements.  Higher duties (acting) 
arrangements for short periods can contribute to higher administrative and 
transactional costs for the ACT Government in the processing of salaries and 
allowances. 

 The terms and conditions of the enterprise agreements of the audited directorates and 
agencies made under the Fair Work Act 2009 (Commonwealth) prevail over ACT 
legislation to the extent of any inconsistency.  The agreements provide for higher duties 
(acting) arrangements for as short as one day for officers at or below the ASO6 
classification.  This is broader than the arrangements that appear to be envisaged in the 
Public Sector Management Act 1994 and Public Sector Management Standards 2006, 
which provides for higher duties (acting) arrangements for periods of five days or more 
for officers at or above senior officer grade C classification (exceptions can be made in 
special circumstances). 

 In 2011 the Canberra Institute of Technology commenced using a database to track 
higher duties (acting) arrangements as well as a detailed checklist to improve record-
keeping for higher duties (acting) arrangements.  The database allows the Canberra 
Institute of Technology to track, assess and monitor higher duties (acting) arrangements 
including the length of service in these positions. It also assists in monitoring 
compliance with legislative requirements and the timeframes relating to higher duties 
allowance arrangements.    

RECOMMENDATIONS AND RESPONSE TO THE REPORT 

1.11 The audit made 7 recommendations to address the audit findings detailed in this 
report.   

1.12 In accordance with Section 18 of the Auditor-General Act 1996, a final draft of this 
report was provided to the Commissioner for Public Administration, the Chief 
Executive of the Canberra Institute of Technology and the Directors-General of the 
Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate, the Education and Training Directorate, the 
Health Directorate, the Justice and Community Safety Directorate, and the Treasury 
Directorate (Shared Services) for consideration and comments.   

1.13 The Commission for Public Administration and the Deputy Director-General of the 
Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate each provided a general response to the 
report. 

Commissioner for Public Administration overall response: 

Thank you for your letter of 9 October 2012 seeking comment on your draft performance 
audit report.  I apologise for the delay in responding to you.  I acknowledge the collaborative 
approach taken by you and your Office in the conduct of this process, which in my view has 



  
 
 
produced a valuable report that will assist in enhancing the performance of the ACT Public 
Service (ACTPS) in its management of its workforce in the future. 

I note the audit findings and conclusions drawn in your report, and welcome the prominence 
given to the collation and transparent reporting of performance data as a mechanism to 
monitor and improve the ACTPS’s performance in this area.   

I will progress the improvements to reporting proposed in your report as work is undertaken 
on the design and preparation of the 2012-13 State of Service report. 

Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate overall response: 

Thank you for your letter of 9 October 2012 seeking comments on your draft performance 
audit report.  We appreciate opportunities you have given us through this process to discuss 
your findings and recommendations, and the genuinely collaborative approach you and your 
Office have adopted.  

As we discussed yesterday, our capacity to provide a concluded response to the proposed 
recommendations is somewhat constrained by the operations of the Guidance on Caretaker 
Conventions and the restrictions placed on provisions of policy advice, and the making of 
decisions that would bind an incoming government during the caretaker period. 

That said, the ACT Public Service (ACTPS) welcomes the recommendations made in your 
report, which support and align with current and planned initiatives to improve operations of 
the ACTPS employment framework.  The thoughtful analysis of trends in the utilisation of 
variance aspect of the employment framework, and suggest responses, provide valuable 
insights as we contribute to seek to improve the administrate efficiency and effectiveness of 
the operation of the ACTPS employment framework.  The improvements canvassed by the 
audit findings will be pursued as part of that reform exercise. 

1.14 In addition, the Chief Executive and Directors-General responses to 
recommendations of relevance to their agencies are shown below.  

 

Recommendation 1  (Chapter 2: ACT Public Sector recruitment overview) 

The Commissioner for Public Administration should regularly monitor and publicly report 
on whole-of-government recruitment activities and trends and periodically analyse 
whether these align with whole-of-government workforce strategies.  This should 
specifically include higher duties (acting) arrangements.  

Commissioner for Public Administration response: 

See overall response above. 



  
 
 

Recommendation 2 (Chapter 3: Recruitment Processes) 

The Canberra Institute of Technology, Education and Training Directorate, Health 
Directorate and Justice and Community Safety Directorate should: 

a) improve recruitment timeliness by reviewing their agencies’ processes to 
identify potential opportunities for efficiencies (this will need to be done in 
consultation with Shared Services Human Resources);  

b) ensure that reasons for delays in actual recruitment processes are clearly 
identified and documented; and 

c) improve their records management and documentation of recruitment 
processes. 

Education and Training Directorate response: 

Agreed 

Canberra Institute of Technology response: 

Agreed 

In consultation with Shared Services we will improve the recruitment timeliness through a 
range of strategies such as: 

 Revision of guidelines for line managers; 

 Monitoring practice and providing timely reminders; 

 Highlighting any identified deficiencies and taking corrective action as required; and 

 Including this data in recruitment reports to the Executive. 

As part of the guidelines that we develop, we will ensure clear direction is given to line 
managers, that should any delays in the recruitment processes occur, the reasons for these 
delays are documented.   

In consultation with Shared Services we will review our current records management and 
documentation of recruitment practices, to ensure they comply with the range of 
recruitment requirements. 

  



  
 
 
Justice and Community Safety Directorate response: 

Agreed, noting that recommendation b) and c) will also need to be in consultation with 
Shared Services. 

Health Directorate response: 

Agreed 

Now that the new eRecruitment system is embedded, Health Directorate will be examining 
ways to leverage the tracking and reporting functionality to identify areas for improved 
process and practice. 

 

Recommendation 3  (Chapter 3: Recruitment Processes) 

The Health Directorate should provide time-to-hire information to the Commissioner for 
Public Administration to assist with the preparation of the annual ACT Public Service 
Workforce Profile.   

 Health Directorate response: 

Agreed 

To the extent that recovery of time to hire data can be effected from the now archived data 
from previous eRecruitment system.  The current system, which was implemented in 
November 2011, can provide time to hire data for future financial years. 

 

Recommendation 4 (Chapter 3: Recruitment Processes) 

The Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate should review and revise the Recruitment in 
the ACT Public Service guidance document to ensure that it reflects current ACT Public 
Service administrative practices and requirements.  

Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate overall response: 

See overall response above. 



  
 
 

Recommendation 5 (Chapter 3: Recruitment Processes) 

The Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate should develop a mechanism or process: 

a) to improve ACT Government agencies’ selection committee skills.  This may 
involve the provision of whole-of-government training opportunities and 
additional support and advice; and 

b) to share information on better practice recruitment initiatives across the ACT 
Public Service and foster their broader adoption and implementation, taking 
into account practical issues such as workforce requirements, cost implications 
and new human resource systems and practices to be implemented by Shared 
Services Human Resources. 

Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate overall response: 

See overall response above. 

 

Recommendation 6 (Chapter 4: Higher duties (acting) arrangements) 

Shared Services Human Resources (Treasury Directorate) should: 

a) develop a checklist to guide agencies’ use and documentation of higher duties 
(acting) arrangements; 

b) implement procedures to: 

i. monitor higher duties arrangements and inform the Head of Service, 
Directors-General and heads of agencies when these are due to expire;  

ii. annually provide information on the overall number of acting 
arrangements, including when there has been an extension beyond six 
months, to Directors-General, heads of agencies and the Commissioner 
for Public Administration; and   

c) modify the standard Temporary Transfer/Higher Duties Form to include 
information that demonstrates the reasons for a vacancy and explains why a 
decision was made that a higher duties (acting) arrangement was appropriate. 

Shared Services Human Resources (Treasury Directorate) response: 

Agreed 

6 a) Shared Services will develop a checklist that will build on the existing Shared 
Services Factsheet. 



  
 
 
6 b) i. Shared Services already provides monthly reports to each Directorate, through 

their respective Strategic HR areas, on higher duties arrangements.  In addition 
Shared Services will develop a whole-of-government report for the information of 
the Head of Service. 

6 b) ii. Shared Services will develop an annual report summarising key information on 
Higher Duties, including extension beyond six months, for Directors-General, heads 
of Agencies and the Commissioner for Public Administration. 

6 c) Shared Services will liaise with CMCD and Directorates on how the Temporary 
Transfer/Higher Duties form should be modified. 

 

Recommendation 7 (Chapter 4: Higher duties (acting) arrangements) 

The Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate should: 

a) review ACT Public Service higher duties (acting) practices and implement 
procedures to ensure that higher duties (acting) arrangements beyond a six 
month period are merit based; and 

b) provide guidance to agencies on when higher duties (acting) arrangements for 
five or fewer days are appropriate and what are alternative options. 

Chief Minister and Cabinet Directorate overall response: 

See overall response above. 

 


