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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background  

The concept and emphasis of Strategic Workforce Planning (SWFP) has evolved within the Irish Public 

Service over the last decade. Initially, in 2011 the focus was on the reduction and redeployment of 

resources in response to the global and national economic downturn. By 2014, this had evolved to 

encompass talent management, mobility and succession planning as a mechanism to combat the 

increasing median age of public servants, forthcoming retirements and the associated risk of the loss 

of deep sectoral knowledge. Most recently, by 2017, changes such as the wider application of delegated 

sanction increased the feasibility of utilising SWFP in an expanded way, to address the opportunities 

and challenges presented by technological advancements, restructuring and learning and development 

interventions.  

 

Throughout the last decade, embedding SWFP has remained a priority within the Irish Public Service 

reform agenda. Accordingly, the mainstreaming of SWFP is one of the core actions of Our Public 

Service 2020 and aspires to “enable a whole-of-public-service perspective on the demographic 

challenges facing the public service, the impact on organisational capacity and the associated public 

expenditure implications.” This action becomes more relevant in larger areas of the Irish Public Service 

where the achievement of objectives is perceived by some as being directly influenced by staffing levels. 

The assigned cross-sectoral action team, supported by the Department of Public Expenditure and 

Reform (DPER), recognised the current variations which exist around SWFP in the Irish Public Service, 

in terms of its conduct, purpose and perceived value. These differences, within a sector comprising of 

complex organisations of varying scale, size and service delivery, compound the potential challenges 

around the mainstreaming of SWFP. Hence, DPER commissioned RSM Ireland to conduct a review of 

existing SWFP practice, featuring a small group of national participants. Further consultation with 

international participants was agreed to elicit learnings and access international best practice which 

may be relevant to the Irish Public Service.  

 

Terms of reference and methodology 

The project was governed by a Project Steering Committee (PSC) who were responsible for ensuring 

oversight and progression of the project. The agreed scope and purpose of the project was 

documented, within a Project Charter, as to conduct a review of  “strategic workforce planning in the 

Irish Public Service, in light of international and national theory and practice, and to bring forward a set 

of relevant recommendations to support the greater adoption of the approach”.  

 

Given the breadth of the review and the small sample of participating national organisations, the PSC 

agreed the formation of an Advisory Committee (which featured persons with relevant expertise) to add 

file:///C:/Users/graham.murphy/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/EXDTB3BM/DPER%20-%20Baseline%20Review%20of%20SWFP%20-%20Executive%20Summary.docx%23_Toc53064260
file:///C:/Users/graham.murphy/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/EXDTB3BM/DPER%20-%20Baseline%20Review%20of%20SWFP%20-%20Executive%20Summary.docx%23_Toc53064261
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value to the overall project. A robust four-phase methodology 

(mobilisation, discovery, evaluation and reporting) was designed 

and adopted to underpin the conduct of the review. Key activities 

included a literature review, the development of a maturity model, 

engagement with national and international participants, the 

identification of findings and the presentation of same to key 

OPS2020 leadership.  

 

The project responded to the onset of COVID-19 and consideration 

was given to changing the original purpose to reflect the workforce 

responses of relevant organisations. However, it was decided to 

pursue the original remit given the anticipated increased 

importance of SWFP within the context of the ever topical “new” or 

“next” normal.  

 

Literature review 

A literature review was undertaken to inform the project of best practice theory around SWFP and aid 

the development of a maturity model. As the review was not intended to be an excessively academic 

exercise, greater emphasis was placed on relevant practitioner guides123. The literature explored the 

origins of SWFP generally and within the Irish Public Service. It proceeded to define same and provide 

deeper insight into key activities which comprise SWFP and the related challenges reported in respect 

of its use. Existing maturity models were also reviewed. The full literature review is detailed in Chapter 

5 with the overview of existing maturity models in Appendix A.  

 

Development of the maturity model  

The maturity model was developed based on the key learnings emerging from the literature review and 

the collective experience within the PSC and Advisory Committee so as to provide a framework against 

which the SWFP practices of the participating organisations – through consultation and review of 

documentation provided – could be considered. Therefore, it was applied to chart what is happening in 

these organisations rather than dictate what should be happening.  

 

The maturity model consists of four criteria, with associated sub-criteria which are illustrated overleaf. 

The review established four levels of maturity, informed by evidence of the criteria, as a means by which 

 
1 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 

Standardization 
2 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
3 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019. Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/ 

The Chartered Institute of 

Personnel and Development 

(CIPD) define SWFP as “a 

process of analysing the current 

workforce, determining future 

workforce needs, identifying the 

gap between the workforce you 

will have available and your future 

needs, and implementing solutions 

so that an organisation can 

accomplish its mission, vision and 

strategic plan” 

file:///C:/Users/graham.murphy/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/EXDTB3BM/DPER%20-%20Baseline%20Review%20of%20SWFP%20-%20Executive%20Summary.docx%23_Toc53064266
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practices of SWFP within Irish Public Service could be considered. These were; novice, developing, 

developed and optimised. Full details of these criteria and the maturity levels are outlined in Chapter 6. 

 

Key findings and recommendations 

The PSC devoted time to identifying an appropriate sample of national participating organisations of 

varied scale and remit, with a two-pronged approach of consulting those operationally responsible for 

SWFP and those who sponsor the initiative. Where possible, these participants shared relevant SWFP 

documentation for consideration by the review team. The national participants were the Food Safety 

Authority of Ireland, the Environmental Protection Agency and Enterprise Ireland. The PSC 

acknowledges that given the small sample of national participants there is an inherent risk in drawing 

broader conclusions from the findings arising based on the limited sample.  

 

Leveraging the RSM International network assisted the necessary introductions to relevant overseas 

organisations including two with a similar remit to that of DPER. Commonwealth jurisdictions were 

primarily targeted together with one Nordic location so as to glean insight from a different socio-political 

landscape. The international participants were Audit Wales, Australian Public Service Commission 

and Department of Employer Policy, Norway. In addition, the project engaged with representatives 

of the Property Registration Authority, (a frequently cited exemplar of the progressive adoption of SWFP 

in Ireland), and with representatives of Civil Service HR to ascertain additional views around national 

sectoral SWFP. 

 

 

(2) People

Strategic Workforce 

Planning 

Maturity Model 

Criteria 

(1) Leadership

(3) Approach and 

Methodology

(4) Impact and 

Outcomes 

Figure 1- Maturity Model Criteria 

file:///C:/Users/graham.murphy/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/EXDTB3BM/DPER%20-%20Baseline%20Review%20of%20SWFP%20-%20Executive%20Summary.docx%23_Toc53064275
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The eight key findings, as set out in Chapter 7, are summarised below. They address both the 

environment within which SWFP occurs and how it is conducted and are distilled from the detailed 

findings presented at Appendix B.  

 

Key findings relating to the environment within which SWFP operates in Ireland 

 
1. Those organisations with greater autonomy to invest in 

their workforce appear to demonstrate more developed 

SWFP activity – organisations experiencing functioning 

delegated sanction generally demonstrated more mature 

SWFP practices. This aligned to the comparable 

experiences of the international organisations interviewed. 

In addition, there was some evidence that there can be an 

overreliance in Irish parent departments on DPER in terms 

of their workforce planning, and there is greater scope to 

enable departments to take ownership and responsibility in 

planning their own workforce needs. 

 

2. The annual planning focus hinders strategic planning – 

national participants opined that all strategic planning and 

delivery would be better enabled if multi-annual planning and 

funding mechanisms were in place.  

 
These two findings pose a significant challenge to the wider 

adoption of SWFP in its ambition to ensure the Irish Public 

Service has the “right people in the right place at the right time”. 

Without address, these two issues have the potential to impede 

the progress of not only future but existing multi-annual strategic 

initiatives such as Sláintecare, Transport 2040 and the Climate 

Action Plan. These require the Irish Public Service to be 

adaptable and agile in its response to ever-evolving needs.  

 

Key findings relating to the operation of SWFP in the Irish Public Service 

3. Senior sponsorship across the Public Service is critical to the delivery of successful SWFP 

- both by local senior management but equally by those leading the parent departments.  

 

4. The outcomes of SWFP activity are more important than the process – although not occurring 

under the moniker of SWFP, or guided by SWFP-branded processes, mature SWFP practices were 

found to exist and seeking to impose standard processes may threaten this progress.  

 

7 People 

4 Leadership 

7 Approach and Methodology 

2 Impact and Outcomes 

20 Detailed Findings Aligned to Maturity 

Model Criteria 

Refer to Appendix B for full details 

Figure 2 - Breakdown of Detailed Findings 
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5. SWFP remains negatively perceived in the wider Irish Public Service - some examples of 

transformational change driven by SWFP exist but a collective memory linking SWFP with its origins 

around Employment Control Frameworks prevails.  

 

6. SWFP is still largely viewed as a human resources functional activity - multi-disciplinary inputs 

from across a team would promote more effective SWFP through the application of diverse and 

complementary skill sets.  

 
7. SWFP’s position with regard to other organisational planning activities is unclear - the 

landscape of planning within the Irish Public Service is already congested and consumes 

considerable capacity. SWFP may need to integrate with, or augment one of, the existing planning 

activities if it is to be mainstreamed.  

 
8. Investment is required to mainstream SWFP in the Irish Public Service – although guidance 

documents, tools and templates do not guarantee optimal outcomes they can act as a starting point 

for novice, and accelerate developing, SWFP practice. Other investments required include a long-

term sector strategy for SWFP, technology for data acquisition and analysis, and training or 

mentoring opportunities for those responsible for making SWFP happen. 

 

Key findings (International Participants) 

The following core findings arose from engagement with the international agencies and departments 

who participated in the review. 

 

• The role of a centralised government agency in supporting SWFP differs in the international 

jurisdictions with greater emphasis on local empowerment and a reduction in operational control by 

the centre.  

 

• The collective perception towards SWFP is positive within the Public Services of the 

international jurisdictions when compared to the Irish Public Service.  

 

• The importance of the positioning of SWFP and its value to achieve leadership buy-in and the 

decoupling of SWFP from Human Resources.  

 

• Greater workforce autonomy can be balanced by increased accountability which in 

combination yields more effective SWFP practice. 

 

• The value attributed to tools and templates can vary depending on the maturity of SWFP practice 

within an organisations or jurisdiction.  
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Implications of the findings and recommendations for the Irish Public Service 

The findings pose several questions for those charged with mainstreaming SWFP and for the wider 

leadership of Irish Public Service. The international experience suggests that the journey to reach the 

point where it is feasible to undertake an initial pan-public service SWFP activity can consume up to 

two decades. Whilst, clearly Ireland is not at year zero on this path a focused roadmap to help expedite 

progress in the most efficient and effective manner would seem beneficial. 

 

Those employed in the Irish Public Service do not universally see 

SWFP as positive value-adding activity. This requires senior 

leadership to consider whether they remain committed to the 

adoption and mainstreaming of SWFP in the sector prior to 

sanctioning any the strategic initiatives referred to. Mainstreaming 

SWFP is only likely to be successful if underpinned by the 

establishment of a consistent, scalable and practical model which 

can be replicated and is easy to understand. The environmental 

findings point to inconsistencies within the current operating 

model which require address prior to the creation and rollout of 

any SWFP model. 

 

Ideally a series of strategic initiatives would be introduced in a 

sector which had more consistency across existing workforce 

management practices with featured increased accountability for 

organisations. Such prior interventions would aid the 

implementation of any recommendation, whilst also empowering the relevant organisations and 

overcoming some current frustrations around existing workforce planning practice. 

 

The initial strategic activity should chart the journey to embed SWFP within the Irish Public Service and 

will need to address matters including:  

 

• defining the purpose of SWFP in the Irish Public Service;  

 

• developing a communications plan; 

 

• developing an implementation plan; 

 

• fostering engagement and raise awareness;  

 

• providing training interventions and collateral; and 

 

• identifying a pool resources charged with operationally delivering the strategy.  

"The environmental findings 

outlined point to inconsistencies 

within the current operating model 

which require address prior to the 

creation and rollout of any SWFP 

model (…) overcoming these would 

require a step change for the Irish 

Public Service but would, crucially, 

enable greater autonomy for 

organisations and create improved 

conditions for SWFP whilst 

enhancing strategy development 

operational delivery” 
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Conclusion 

The report delivers on its original purpose of reviewing SWFP in the Irish Public Service.  However, two 

further pertinent questions remain regarding, firstly, the maturity of SWFP in the Irish Public Service 

compared to that within the other jurisdictions reviewed and, secondly, what success with regard to 

SWFP in the sector might look like. 

 

How does the maturity of SWFP practice in the Irish 

Public Service compare with that occurring in the other 

jurisdictions considered? 

 

To address this question, the maturity of SWFP in the three 

jurisdictions (Ireland, Norway and Australia) where it was 

possible to obtain a sense of the national picture, should be 

considered. 

 

Australia and Norway appear to have attained a developed 

level of maturity, potentially as a result of being some two 

decades into their respective SWFP journeys. Both countries 

exhibit strong evidence, to support their developed status, 

when their practices are mapped against the maturity model 

criteria. However, there remains some opportunities for 

improvement and refinement in their SWFP activity which 

indicates they have not yet optimised their approaches.   

 

In contrast, the Irish Public Service would appear to be developing in terms of the maturity of SWFP 

activity as the first decade of national activity comes to a close. Whilst good practices are evident, they 

are not the results of structured national championing or intentional SWFP process. Other evidence 

suggests the quality and timeliness of the SWFP documents prepared vary amidst fluctuating levels of 

workforce autonomy arising from a diverse application of delegated sanction. DPER may consider 

further exploration, championing the adoption of some of the practices noted internationally which 

encourage more decentralised control to individual organisations as a means of increasing SWFP 

activity and impact, whilst not compromising on service delivery or outcomes.  

 

The relative maturity of each jurisdictions’ practices is set out in the schematic overleaf. The rationale 

for attaching these respective levels of maturity is set out, in more detail, in Chapter 8. 

 

" Australia and Norway appear to 

have currently attained a developed 

level of maturity, potentially as a 

result of being two some decades 

into their respective SWFP journeys 

(…) in contrast the Irish Public 

Service would appear to be 

developing in terms of the maturity 

of SWFP activity as the first decade 

of national activity comes to a close” 
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Figure 3 – Irish Public Service SWFP Maturity relative to Australia and Norway 

 

What would the future successful deployment of SWFP within the Irish Public Service look 

like? 

 

It is interesting to depict a potential future state perhaps at the outset of 2027. Public Service 

organisations will have autonomy over their workforce decisions, operating within a multi-annual budget 

system, allowing them to address the strategic challenges they face with regard to both internal 

operating models and evolving external service demands. Their workforces will be adaptable, meeting 

change with responses including internal redeployment, upskilling and restructuring. Ad-hoc requests 

for resources will reduce significantly with those remaining having exhausted all other resourcing 

options. Robust monitoring and reporting on outcomes, activity and the workforce will be the norm and 

provide assurance that the increased autonomy given to, and the trust placed in, the leadership and 

management of these organisations is well placed.  

 

Such future success will depend upon the key decisions made by the existing senior leadership of the 

Irish Public Service and the planning and execution of the overarching strategic initiatives. Whilst the 

core recommendations arising are focused on the development of a longer-term strategy to progress 

the mainstreaming of SWFP, they also seek to highlight the potential pitfalls of prematurely pursuing 

same in light of the environmental findings. Overcoming these systemic challenges will require a step 

change within the Irish Public Service but would, crucially, deliver greater autonomy for organisations 

and create improved conditions for not only SWFP but also for wider strategy development and delivery. 
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3. BACKGROUND  

The mainstreaming of Strategic Workforce Planning (SWFP) is one of the seven actions under the 

‘Developing Our People and Organisations’ pillar within Our Public Service 2020, the current reform 

programme for development and innovation within the Public Service. The action centres on a 

statement that mainstreaming SWFP “across the public service would enable a whole-of-public-service 

perspective on the demographic challenges facing the public service, the impact on organisational 

capacity and the associated public expenditure implications.”  

 

However, whilst SWFP has prominence within the current reform programme, it is not a new concept 

within the Irish Public Service having existed in forerunner reform initiatives including Public Service 

Reform Plans spanning 2011 - 2013 and 2014 - 2016 respectively.  

 

While SWFP has claimed a place in Public Service reform discussions for nearly a decade, the 

emphasis and objectives around the term SWFP have continued to evolve. 

 

In 2011, the overriding focus around SWFP, in an Irish public service context, was on its potential to 

support the enactment of the prevailing redeployment and headcount reduction policies, across the 

Public Service, whilst simultaneously supporting Departments and other state organisations to maintain 

and develop organisational capability against the backdrop of a global and national economic collapse4.  

 

By 2014, the term, SWFP, had been repositioned to refer to supporting the strengthening of resourcing 

policies to ensure “the right people are in the right place at the right time” and the focus on reduction 

and redeployment was superseded by a drive to embrace talent management, mobility and succession 

planning. Key reasons for the ascendancy of workforce planning included the increasing median age 

of Public Service employees and addressing associated retirement and knowledge management 

challenges. Ultimately, the aim was for an “intensification of workforce planning across the Civil Service 

to more closely align skills and competencies with emerging business needs”. 5 

 

More recently, by July 2017, several policy and other changes had emerged which created an 

environment where the delivery of effective, and truly SWFP became increasingly feasible. Such 

developments included the adoption of a new delegated sanction policy, the establishment of the Civil 

Service Workforce Planning Network, the development of relevant data capture templates and the offer 

of appropriate training to key stakeholders. Within this new context, the purpose of the process was 

revised “to assist Departments and Offices in making critical decisions related to their workforce over 

 
4 DPER (2011) “Public Service Reform” [Accessed via:    

https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Reform%20Plan%202011.pdf]  
5 DPER (2014) “Public Service Reform Plan 2014 – 2016” [ Accessed via:  

https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Reform%20Plan%202014.pdf] 

https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Reform%20Plan%202011.pdf
https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Reform%20Plan%202014.pdf
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the short to medium term… consider[ing] technological advancements, learning and development, 

restructuring, succession planning, mobility, knowledge retention, gender distribution etc.”6 

 

Despite this undeniable evolution of SWFP in the Irish Public Service, the allocated headline action 

within Our Public Service 2020 (OPS2020) to “mainstream strategic workforce planning in the public 

service” highlights the need to further expand and embed SWFP practice across the Irish Public 

Service. This action becomes more relevant in larger areas of the Irish Public Service (such as the 

Garda, HSE, Defence Forces and Education) where the achievement of objectives is perceived by 

some as being directly influenced by staffing levels. The challenge to progress this goal of 

mainstreaming SWFP became part of the remit of a Cross-Sectoral Action Team supported by the 

OPS2020 team within DPER.7 

 

Drawing on their own collective experiences and their interactions with others in the Public Service, 

members of this Action Team were acutely aware that there existed significant variation in how SWFP 

was perceived and conducted across the various organisations which make up the Irish Public Service. 

Some organisations were utilising SWFP, and associated practices, to deliver capability building 

interventions whilst others operated SWFP singularly to inform business cases for additional resources. 

For other organisations it appeared that completing SWFP returns was viewed as just another 

compliance task.  

 

The Action Team, faced with this variance in the operation and perception of SWFP, decided that, prior 

to any project being commenced to rollout SWFP, it was imperative to better understand current SWFP 

practices within the Irish Public Service – particularly given the multitude of organisations, of varying 

scale, delivering very diverse services. Hence, it was decided to commission the services of a consulting 

organisation to undertake a review of existing SWFP practices in a small number of organisations 

across the Irish Public Service. This review would also feature an examination of current SWFP activity 

in other selected jurisdictions so as to establish the relative position of the Irish Public Service whilst 

also gathering insights from abroad which may inform the future path of SWFP in the Irish Public 

Service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 DPER (2017) “Final Progress report on the Public Service Reform Plan 2014-2016” [Accessed via:   

https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Progress%20report%202017-A4s.pdf] 
7 DPER (2020) “Action 13: Mainstream strategic workforce planning in the public service” [Accessed via:  

https://www.ops2020.gov.ie/actions/developing-people-organisations/workforce-planning/] 

https://www.reformplan.per.gov.ie/2014/downloads/files/Progress%20report%202017-A4s.pdf
https://www.ops2020.gov.ie/actions/developing-people-organisations/workforce-planning/
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4. TERMS OF REFERENCE AND METHODOLOGY  

Terms of Reference 

DPER issued a Request for Tender in October 2019 and following a competitive tendering process 

RSM Ireland were appointed to undertake the review. 

 

During project mobilisation, the overarching project purpose of the review was agreed to review 

“strategic workforce planning in the Irish Public Service, in light of international and national theory and 

practice, and to bring forward a set of relevant recommendations to support the greater adoption of the 

approach”. 

 

Some consultation activities were inevitably delayed as, by mid-March 2020, the world was grappling 

with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Irish Public Service found itself mobilising and 

responding in an unprecedented manner to tackle the threat posed by the virus. During the national 

lockdown period, the consulting team focused efforts on the conduct of the literature review and the 

development of the maturity model which respectively informed, and underpinned, the wider approach 

to the review. Across the summer and early Autumn of 2020, remote consultations with the international 

and national participants were undertaken leading to the drafting and finalisation of this report in 

December 2020. 

 

As expected, the recent exposure of all the participant organisations to the resourcing issues emanating 

from the pandemic had impacted their views and experiences regarding SWFP and its importance to 

their organisation. Indeed, at the onset of the pandemic there was a temptation to adapt the Terms of 

Reference to understand how individual agencies responded to the crisis. However, it was agreed by 

that the original purpose of understanding “normal” SWFP practice should remain. This was on the 

basis that when the virus is finally controlled, organisations will be faced with the challenges of working 

within the topical “new normal” or “next normal” which will require, amongst other human resources 

interventions, robust SWFP. However, the PSC were clear that the experiences emerging regarding 

SWFP during the pandemic would be considered within the review, as appropriate. 

 

Project Team 

Acknowledging the multidisciplinary nature of best practice SWFP, RSM Ireland carefully selected and 

deployed a close-knit team which embodied appropriate expertise within relevant areas including 

organisational development, strategic planning, finance, human resources, technology, process 

improvement, change management, governance and project management. Colleagues from across the 

RSM International network were leveraged for introductions to international organisations, as required. 
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Project Governance  

Project Steering Committee 

The project was governed by a Project Steering Committee (PSC) and the agreed scope of the project 

documented within a Project Charter. The responsibilities of the PSC centred on providing oversight 

and ensuring appropriate progression of the project. This group made all major decisions surrounding 

the project and met at several key stages throughout the project lifecycle. Supporting the PSC were the 

respective Project Managers from DPER and RSM Ireland.  

 

Advisory Committee 

The PSC agreed the formation of an Advisory Committee to aid the progression of the project. The 

Committee featured persons with relevant expertise and who were in a position to add value to the 

overall project and its objective. The Advisory Committee were provided with advanced drafts of report 

chapters for consideration and comment. The PSC considered and, where appropriate, reflected the 

comments and suggestions made. The Advisory Committee consisted of the following individuals: 

 

Name Position  Organisation  

Ann Doherty Chief Executive Officer Cork City Council 

Jean Murray  Human Resources Manager Property Registration Authority 

John Howlin Principal Officer Department of Public Expenditure and 

Reform (Structural Funds and Audit Division) 

Paul O’Toole Former Chief Executive Officer Higher Education Authority / SOLAS 

Table 1- Advisory Committee Membership 

As outlined at the commencement of the report, the PSC would like to thank the Advisory Committee 

for their commitment and contribution to the project.  

 

Review Methodology 

RSM Ireland deployed a structured and tested four-stage methodology, underpinned by robust project 

management principles, to advance the project. The stages are summarised below: 

 

(1) Mobilisation 

This phase focused on the agreement of the project scope and ensured the objectives of the required 

review were collectively agreed by the PSC. Time was also allocated to ensuring the project was 

properly planned, resourced and governed to maximise the likelihood of project success. The key 

outputs of this phase were a Project Charter (featuring a project plan) and the appointment of an 

Advisory Committee. 

 

 

https://whodoeswhat.gov.ie/division/per/expenditure-managament-structural/
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(2) Discovery 

The key objective of this phase was to gain an accurate appreciation of current 

SWFP activity within the Irish Public Service, determined through a blended 

approach of primary and secondary research: the former through national and 

international stakeholder engagement and the latter through document and 

literature review. Whilst this review in no way sought to resemble an academic 

study, this phase did incorporate the development of a thematic maturity model 

against which existing practices and processes could be objectively and rigorously 

considered. Emerging from this maturity model, RSM Ireland developed discussion 

guides for the national and international participants to ensure consultations 

gathered relevant information to inform appropriate findings. Consultations were 

conducted remotely across a maximum of three workshops per participant.  

 

(3) Evaluation 

The focus of this phase was to identify the key findings arising from the prior consultations with national 

and international participants. These were categorised into appropriate themes with an overarching 

classification into those which directly related to the operation of SWFP practice and those which related 

to the wider Irish Public Service context in which SWFP occurs (environmental findings) and key 

learnings from international experiences. Given the volume of the information available, the review team 

devoted time to consolidating the 22 detailed findings arising into a number of key summary findings – 

with detailed findings providing further context and examples to underpin same. This phase also 

included the consideration of potential recommendations which could support the extension and 

enhancement of SWFP across the wider Irish Public Service.  

 

(4) Reporting 

An iterative approach to reporting was adopted, with advanced drafts of key chapters 

developed, reviewed and approved throughout the project lifecycle. Accordingly, this 

phase was primarily focused on refining the draft chapters into a consolidated, flowing 

and concise draft report for consideration by the Advisory Committee and the PSC. 

Following the receipt of feedback, the report was finalised and issued. Across the 

project lifecycle, members of the PSC and RSM Ireland engaged in other reporting-

related activities including presenting the initial vision of the project to the Strategic 

HR  Manager Network and the presentation of the emerging findings to the Our Public 

Service Action 13 Working Group and the Public Service Management Group.  

 

The next chapter outlines the review of the available SWFP literature to provide both the reader and 

review team, deeper insight into the published commentary and guidance and the relevant prevailing 

trends 
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5. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter outlines the literature review which was consciously developed utilising publicly or widely 

available sources to ensure the content was not overly academic or theoretical in nature, with a healthy 

emphasis on practitioner targeted resources. This was considered important as the literature review 

would form the basis for developing a bespoke maturity model against which the stakeholder 

consultation, analysis and detailed findings could be considered. Accordingly, more accessible 

information would ultimately result in a more pragmatic, and relatable, maturity model in terms of scope 

and content.  

 

The maturity model itself can serve as a framework for considering the existing practices and processes 

of participant organisations, and the identification of core themes within SWFP. Accordingly, the 

literature review is not intended to represent an academic or exhaustive review of the available 

literature.  

 

The chapter commences with a brief history of workforce planning, including an overview of its 

prominence within the Irish Public Service, before exploring the contrast between strategic workforce 

planning and operational workforce planning. Thereafter, it delves into the seven key components of 

SWFP practice which recurred across the literature and a consideration of the core challenges 

encountered. Finally, the review also considered existing maturity and capability models pertaining to 

SWFP which are outlined in greater detail in Appendix A . 

 

Brief History of Workforce Planning  

Workforce planning dates back as early as the 1960’s with the “manpower planning” approach emerging 

as one of the earliest iterations. This approach was developed during a time of relative economic 

stability, low unemployment, and increasingly sophisticated skill requirements due to technological 

advancements8. Accordingly, organisations increasingly accepted that matters such as recruitment, 

employee development, and retention should be deliberate and process driven9. This remained 

embedded within larger HR departments until the 1980’s with the advent of an economic downturn. The 

approach, which was primarily focused on quantitative criteria (such as employee numbers) rather than 

qualitative criteria (such as knowledge, skills and experience), was challenged as the latter gained more 

attention within both organisations and HR departments. As such, interest in the manpower planning 

model reduced, as this was considered inflexible to the changing external environment10.  

 

The emphasis in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s centred on staff development due to increasingly tight 

labour markets. This led to the interest in workforce planning continuing to waiver as organisations only 

 
8 Reilly, P (1996), Human Resource Planning: An Introduction, IES Report 312 [Accessed via https://www.employment-
studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf] 
9 O’Riordan, J (2012), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed via 
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf] 
10 Sinclair, A (2004) Workforce Planning: a literature review, Institute for Employment Studies  

https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf
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occasionally considered labour market demand and supply. However, by 2008 the threat of the 

economic downturn loomed and in contrast to the 1980’s response, organisational interest in workforce 

planning developed rather than reduced. Organisations accepted that some planning was possible and 

beneficial, despite the wider global economic uncertainty11. Workforce planning re-emerged as a 

beneficial process for modern organisations to engage in due to the impacts of globalisation, 

technological advancements, the expansion of viable resourcing options (outsourcing, flexible work, 

agency work) and other events impacting organisational vision, mission and direction such as the 

growth in mergers and acquisitions12. 

 

Workforce planning emerged within the Irish Public Service late in the first decade of the new century. 

The initial purpose was aligned to its historical origins, as the global economic downturn renewed the 

emphasis upon effective workforce planning as a mechanism to ensure organisations were prepared 

for the reality of “doing more with less”. O’Riordan (2019) notes that within the Irish Public Service, there 

were a myriad of initiatives with the overarching objective of reducing employee numbers via methods 

including; incentivised retirement, career breaks and staff redeployments. These developments were 

compounded by a sector-wide recruitment moratorium, which generally prevented the backfilling of 

vacancies or promotions, alongside the advent of Employment Control Frameworks (ECFs) which 

mandated and monitored staff reductions to targeted levels. All of these were part of a concentrated 

effort to reduce public expenditure and deliver the repayment terms of the Irish bailout13. Boyle (2019) 

reported that the total numbers employed within the Irish Public Service reduced by 32,000 (from 

320,000 to 288,000) from 2008 through to 2013, representing an overall reduction of some 10%14.  

 

In 2014, the emphasis of the Civil and Public Service transitioned towards renewal and reform to ensure 

the sector was equipped to anticipate and adapt to complex changes in the labour market both 

domestically and internationally. In 2018, significant change came about through the reversal of ECFs 

for most Departments and the reinstatement of delegated sanction, which empowered Departments to 

recruit and promote up to Principal Officer level without prior DPER approval. Departments were also 

in a position to establish similar arrangements with agencies under their aegis15. By 2019, the impacts 

of the workforce control initiatives and reductions of the prior decade had slowly reversed with 

employment levels within the sector rising by approximately 47,000 (from 288,000 to 335,000) from 

2013 through to 201916. 

 

Workforce planning has remained a significant and recurring theme in the lexicon of Irish Public Service 

reform. The 2014 Public Sector Renewal Plan proposed to “increase authority, flexibility, and 

 
11 O’Riordan, J (2012), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed via 
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf] 
12 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
13 O’Riordan, Joanna (2019), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed 

via https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WORKFORCEPLANNING.pdf] 
14 Boyle, R (2019), Public Sector Trends, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed 
viahttps://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/PUBLIC_SECTOR_TRENDS_2019.pdf 
15 Howlin et al., (2018) Spending Review 2018: Management of the Exchequer Pay Bill – Key Issues” [Accessed via 
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf] 
16 ibid 

https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WORKFORCEPLANNING.pdf
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/PUBLIC_SECTOR_TRENDS_2019.pdf
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf
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accountability (…) by delegating more responsibility to Departments”. This include provision for multi-

annual pay-ceilings and delegating the responsibility for staffing levels to Departments on the basis that 

there would be “strengthen[ed] workforce planning processes (…) to ensure a medium-term strategic 

view of resourcing management”17.  

 

More recently, a review noted that the emergency measures implemented previously “do not provide a 

stable and enduring basis for the effective management of the Exchequer pay bill”. Instead they favour 

“an institutional framework that encompasses a structured approach to fiscal planning (…) ensures 

competitive rates of pay (…) and embeds workforce planning across the public service [and]  can 

support sustainability in the Exchequer pay bill over the medium term”18. The significance of workforce 

planning in this structured framework is positioned as “the ability of Government to influence the level 

and composition of public service employment in response to economic factors, demographics or 

technological change in order to ensure efficient and cost-effective service delivery”19.  

 

The emphasis on the strategic element of workforce planning has endured into contemporary strategic 

reform programmes as evidenced within “Our Public Service 2020”, the current reform framework for 

development and innovation within the Irish Public Service. Notably amongst the eighteen actions, 

Action 13 focuses on “mainstream[ing] strategic workforce planning” which will allow effective future 

planning, identification of future skillsets, and the addressing of known challenges for the future - 

including projected retirements and the associated loss of knowledge20.   

 

The next section explores the varying definitions of SWFP and, ultimately, identifies best-practice 

elements of a SWFP process as consistently referenced in the published literature.  

 

Defining Workforce Planning and Differentiating Strategic Workforce Planning  

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) defines workforce planning as “a process 

of analysing the current workforce, determining future workforce needs, identifying the gap between the 

workforce you will have available and your future needs, and implementing solutions so that an 

organisation can accomplish its mission, vision and strategic plan21”. In their view, the differentiating 

factors between operational and SWFP are based around the forecasting timeframe, the scope and 

rigour of data analysis, and the intended outcome of the process.  

 

Operational Workforce Planning is a “tool to manage business as usual” which can effectively be 

deployed for elementary HR needs, such as recruitment or training, over a three to twelve-month 

 
17 DPER (2014) The Civil Service Renewal Plan – A Vision and Three Year action Plan for the Civil Service [Accessed via  
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/4171/101218152156-e1206bb2c0964a53888531e0c96c356e.pdf#page=1]  
18 Howlin et al., (2018) Spending Review 2018: Management of the Exchequer Pay Bill – Key Issues” [Accessed via   
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf] 
19 Ibid 

20 DPER. (2020) Our Public Service 2020 [online] [Accessed via https://www.ops2020.gov.ie/]  
21 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/4171/101218152156-e1206bb2c0964a53888531e0c96c356e.pdf#page=1
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf
https://www.ops2020.gov.ie/
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timeframe. Contrary to this Strategic Workforce Planning is future-orientated, with prospective 

forward-looking timelines of up to three to five years.  

 

Rather than focusing on business as usual, the aim of SWFP is to critically assess and analyse both 

the internal and external environment for developments, which may impact the organisation, as well as 

the critical jobs, skills and capabilities required to deliver on future goals. This places a greater emphasis 

on both quantitative and qualitative data22.  

 

In 2016, the International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) published a standard for workforce 

planning, identifying Operational Workforce Planning as covering a period linked to an organisation’s 

regular planning cycle (i.e. the process of planning to achieve a desired outcome). The definition of 

SWFP within the ISO is explicit in covering a defined timeframe and be “aligned to organisational 

strategy”. The ISO standard positions SWFP as relevant due to the emergence of a global knowledge 

economy, which is increasingly connected and interrelated, giving rise to constant change and 

uncertainty. Accordingly, SWFP allows organisations to plan and predict future growth, caveating this 

with the requirement for “flexibility, adaptability and resilience”23. This critique of workforce planning 

echoes with some when it is viewed as a static document aligning with business planning activities. 

However, others believe it should be seen as a living document that, whilst aligned with organisational 

and operational business planning, can respond to changes in the environment24. Finally, the ISO 

suggests SWFP enables growth as it connects human resources strategy and practices to business 

strategy and financial plans25.  

 

The ISO infers that workforce planning is an organisational competence which can be developed. As 

when “more experience is gained (…) the implementation of a more sophisticated, systematic and 

future focused approach” can be utilised. This suggests the level of sophistication and degree of 

strategic emphasis within each stage may vary, reflecting the level of organisational competence around 

workforce planning. This topic is explored, in greater detail, in the next section26.  

 

Exploring the Stages of Workforce Planning   

There are a number of publicly available workforce planning guides which outline different approaches 

and processes with respect to workforce planning2728. While each approach has slight variations, such 

as different terminology describing stages and activities or the level of detail within each stage, CIPD 

 
22 Ibid 
23 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
24 Reilly P (1996), Human Resource Planning: An Introduction, IES Report 312 [Accessed via https://www.employment-
studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf] 
25 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
26 Ibid 
27 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
28 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 

https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/312.pdf
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note that it may be “convenient to describe workforce planning as a series of steps (…) an iterative 

process, not a rigidly linear one”29.  

 

Accordingly, we have described seven stages of workforce planning below. This is intended to assist 

the reader in understanding the main activities within a workforce planning process in an accessible 

manner. The seven stages are:   

 

1. Initiation and Planning; 

2. Alignment of Strategic, Business Unit and Workforce Plans; 

3. Assessing Workforce Demand(s); 

4. Assessing Workforce Supply; 

5. Gap Analysis; 

6. Risk Profiling and Mitigation Strategies; and 

7. Implementation and Monitoring. 

 

Initiation and Planning  

As with any significant project, the Initiation and Planning phase focuses on ensuring the appropriate 

project management principles are in place, including definition of the business case, justification and 

establishing an appropriate team30. The former should be approved at Senior Management or Board 

level, thereby establishing the strategic element of the process31. Sinclair (2004) reinforces this 

sentiment, noting that workforce planning is often considered a process owned by the HR Department, 

rather than management, and benefits from a senior management championing to drive the process. 

However, the effectiveness of this is predicated on the appreciation of senior management of workforce 

planning, as it may be readily dispensed during challenging situations or times32.  HR can build support 

for workforce planning, including educating senior management on the benefits of same, as well as the 

differences between operational workforce planning and SWFP. However, true buy-in can take time 

and may be dependent on the demonstration of business results33.   

 

CIPD notes that the composition of the workforce planning team should personify a diverse range of 

skillsets including; a deep understanding of internal information sources; knowledge of the external 

environment and labour market; understanding of the business strategy; quantitative and qualitative 

data analysis skills; diagnostic and problem-solving ability; project management; and rapport building34. 

In terms of disciplines, this translates into a multidisciplinary team consisting of human resources, 

finance, technology, policy and organisational development. Further sources note there is value in 

involving other organisational stakeholders and these should be identified, alongside an appropriate 

 
29 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
30 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
31 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
32 Sinclair, A (2004), Workforce Planning: a literature review, Institute for Employment Studies 
33 Harvard Business Review Analytics Service (2016) Tackling Talent Strategically: Winning with Workforce Planning 

[Accessed Via https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning]  
34 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 

https://hbr.org/resources/pdfs/comm/visier/19393_HBR_Visier_Report_Sept2015.pdf
https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning
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communication plan, during this stage. This can be beneficial to maximising shared responsibility and 

the integration of workforce planning into the normal business planning processes35.   

 

Alignment of Strategic, Business Unit and Workforce Plans 

Sinclair (2004) notes that workforce planning models are predicated on the requirement to appreciate 

the “future direction of the business”36. The strategy outlines the vision, mission and values of the 

organisation, and provides guidance on the key functions, activities or services which will be offered. 

This is, therefore, fundamental to both current and future state analysis37. Within the Irish Public Service, 

the strategic direction of an organisation should also echo and reflect governmental objectives38. 

However, whilst the workforce implications of strategy may be explicit, it often requires further 

interrogation to fully realise the impact. Mayo (2015) supports this view, noting many strategic plans 

outline aspirational qualitative measures with limited supporting quantitative measures. Quantitative 

impacts alongside other potential shocks or changes to the operating model (e.g. technology, structural 

change, product and service offerings) are often detailed in divisional or business unit plans39. In terms 

of qualitative impacts, CIPD caveats against myopic numerical analysis to the detriment of other 

changes which may include development of new skills and competencies, cultural change and other 

implications for leadership40. The requirement for workforce planning to be inextricably embedded with 

budgetary and financial processes has been noted as a critical component of effective strategic 

workforce planning4142.Given the potential for rapid and disruptive change, workforce plans must remain 

dynamic and nimble, capable of responding to challenges (e.g. advances within technology)43.  

 

Assessing Workforce Demand(s) 

In its simplest form, estimating workforce requirements in the future can be achieved through 

consultation with managers or departmental leads. This can be effectively assessed by leveraging the 

five “right” principles of shape, skills, size, cost and location. CIPD contends that these principles allow 

the translation of organisational strategies into requirements of the future workforce, and the 

assessment of the right shape (structure, managerial ratios, professional versus administrative staff), 

right skills (capabilities and skills to meet future goals), right size (number of people to achieve goals), 

 
35 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
36 Sinclair, A (2004), Workforce Planning: a literature review, Institute for Employment Studies 
37 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
38 O’Riordan, J (2012), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service,, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed via 
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf] 
39 Mayo, A. (2015). Strategic Workforce Planning – a vital business activity? Strategic HR review, 14(5), 174-181. 
40 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
41 Melchor, O.H (2013) “The Government Workforce of the Future: Innovation in Strategic Workforce Planning in OECD 
Countries” [ Accessed via  https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5k487727gwvb-
en.pdf?expires=1590662266&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=4D1810BE6475D19C8307D1553C78B652] 
42 Howlin et al., (2018) Spending Review 2018: Management of the Exchequer Pay Bill – Key Issues” [Accessed via  
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf] 
43 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 

https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5k487727gwvb-en.pdf?expires=1590662266&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=4D1810BE6475D19C8307D1553C78B652
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5k487727gwvb-en.pdf?expires=1590662266&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=4D1810BE6475D19C8307D1553C78B652
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/2.-Management-of-the-Exchequer-Pay-Bill-Key-Issues.pdf
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right cost (benchmarking pay, training budgets, recruitment costs) and right location (availability of 

people with appropriate skills and capabilities in geographically dispersed organisations)44.  

 

In addition, several other diagnostic techniques exist to assist with workforce demand analysis, each 

with respective strengths and limitations. Accordingly, they can be used interconnectedly to result in the 

best outcomes. For example, zero-base analysis (i.e. blue-sky approach to how you would approach 

something) can be useful to promote new thinking about work design, structure and flexibility45.  

 

Notwithstanding these approaches, the literature favours scenario planning as a method of assessing 

workforce demand. This involves identifying a number of plausible future scenarios which may have an 

impact on the organisation. These can be presented to managers to identify the different impacts on 

workforce requirements, with workforce plans and business plans tested against these scenarios46. 

Such potential scenarios within the Irish Public Service may include new legislation requiring internal 

restructuring, policy proposals, a change in Government with associated policy changes, a reduction in 

funding, and a cessation of service (e.g. privatisation)47.  

 

Assessing demand should not occur within a vacuum, and the importance of external drivers and 

impacts should also be considered. PESTLE analysis is “one of the most effective frameworks for 

understanding the ‘big picture’ in which an organisation operates”48. It is useful for assessing external 

drivers, impacting on an organisation through six macro-level lenses which are political (e.g. 

government direction, service demands, taxation, new/amended legislation), economic 

(unemployment, financial environment), sociological (nature of work, attitude to work, population 

demographics), technological (innovation, electronic service delivery), legal (employment law, change 

to legislation/regulations) and environmental (global warming, green agenda)49 50 51.   

 

Assessing Workforce Supply 

Understanding your current workforce is crucial to overall workforce planning, and focuses on 

segmenting the workforce using one, or multiple, relevant techniques. The ISO notes that any approach 

to segmentation reflects the level of maturity in the workforce planning approach. At the most basic 

level, segmentation can be conducted by an organisational structure representing clear reporting lines 

and organisational functions. However, this approach does not account for existing skills, capabilities 

or competence. A more advanced approach takes account of these into “job families” which stratifies 

workforces based on similar skills and competencies. However, the ISO considers the most mature 

 
44 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
45 ibid 
46 ibid 
47 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 5. Demand analysis. Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/5-demand-
analysis 
48  CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
49 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 5. Demand analysis. Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/5-demand-
analysis 
50 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
51 O’Riordan, J (2012), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed via  
https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf] 

https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WorkforcePlanning_2011.pdf
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approach accounts for “job criticality” which classifies roles in terms of their importance to the 

organisation – such as those roles essential for service delivery or the delivery of strategic projects52.  

 

Central to understanding the current workforce is workforce analytics. Tucker (2004) contends that 

processes which have access to, and leverage, data more readily are more successful in achieving buy 

in whilst simultaneously fostering more relevant discussions with stakeholders53. Relevant information 

is often distributed across business units, where the challenge is to collate and analyse same to 

understand the collective workforce and have informed conversations on talent needs vis-à-vis 

organisational goals54.  

 

The range of workforce analytics is vast, including assessing demographic information (age profile, 

gender, ethnicity), workforce composition (permanent versus fixed term contracts, part time employees, 

agency workers, contractors etc), employee movement both internally (promotions, lateral movements, 

secondments etc) and externally (retirements, resignation, reasons for leaving etc), skills and 

competencies information to include factual (qualifications, professional memberships, language skills) 

and other subjective measures (performance reviews)55.  

 

Irrespective of the size of an organisation and the level of data available, it is important to have the 

capability to demonstrate the link between the data and organisational strategy. It is recommended to 

commence with simple data sets and, as an organisation’s competence and capability matures, the 

sophistication of data analysis can grow, including more regular, consistent and systematic data capture 

with consideration of increasingly longitudinal data sets (i.e. up to three years)56. 

 

Gap Analysis 

Utilising the information gathered in respect of both the current and future required workforce, workforce 

planners should be in a position to identify gaps which require address57. Guidelines developed by the 

Australian Public Service Commission contend that this activity is “where the power and value of 

workforce planning is realised”58. Gaps which can emerge include areas of resource deficit (i.e. areas 

where the availability of people is lower than the need) and resource surplus (i.e. areas where the 

availability of people is surplus to requirement). Both forms of gaps can be respectively addressed 

through additional resources, resource development, redeployment, or retrenchment. However, other 

non-headcount-related gaps can present themselves including training and skills gaps59.    

 
52 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
53 Tucker, E 2019, ‘How to modernize Workforce Planning’, People & Strategy, vol. 42, no. 4, pp. 14-19 
54 Harvard Business Review Analytics Service (2016) Tackling Talent Strategically: Winning with Workforce Planning [Accessed 
Via https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning]  
55 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
56 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
57 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
58 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 5. Demand Analysis. Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/5-demand-

analysis  
59 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 

https://hbr.org/resources/pdfs/comm/visier/19393_HBR_Visier_Report_Sept2015.pdf
https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/5-demand-analysis
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/5-demand-analysis
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Risk Profiling and Mitigation Strategies 

Once gaps have been identified, assigning an appropriate risk category is considered best practice. As 

with any risk management exercise, determining the level of risk associated with each gap and the 

overall risk appetite of the organisation is paramount 60. Identifying critical gaps in terms of risk (i.e. 

those which have both high likelihood and high impact) is essential as it allows effective prioritisation 

and the development of initiatives and risk mitigation strategies to address, or narrow, such gaps61. 

 

CIPD note that the typical response to potential risks is recruitment and training62. However the range 

of potential mitigation strategies is considerable including, inter-alia; organisational change, succession 

planning, developing the current workforce, job re-design, outsourcing, redeploying workforce where 

no longer required, leadership development, organisational structure, technology, business process 

redesign and feedback processes63 64 65. Irrespective of the nature of the actions, the requirement for 

either financial or other resources requires approval and buy-in 66.  Accordingly, it is recommended that 

the workforce plan is approved at the highest governance levels, both to secure the requisite investment 

but also to legitimise intended actions arising within the plan67.  

 

Implementation and Monitoring 

CIPD indicate that management teams should review their workforce plans on a regular basis, and that 

the HR function should remain appraised of local management’s progress of actions, including their 

impacts and any emergent changes. As noted earlier, both internal and external factors influence the 

development of a workforce plan and accordingly, on-going monitoring must occur with an ability and 

willingness to respond to changes which impact the original output. This is most effective when there 

are clear key performance indicators against which the effectiveness of proposed and implemented 

actions can be measured.68  

 

In the final two sections of this literature review chapter, we briefly explore the reported common 

challenges or barriers which arise with respect to SWFP.  

 

 

 
60 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
61 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 7. Gap Analysis and Strategy. Accessed via   
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7gap-analysis-and-strategy 
62 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
63 Ibid 
64 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
65  Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 7. Gap Analysis and Strategy. [Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-
gap-analysis-and-strategy 
66 ISO 30409. (2016) Human resource management – Workforce Planning. Geneva: International Organization for 
Standardization 
67 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019). 7. Gap Analysis and Strategy. [Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-
gap-analysis-and-strategy 
68 Australian Public Service Commission. (2019) 8 Implementation [Accessed via https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/8-implementation] 

https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7gap-analysis-and-strategy
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-gap-analysis-and-strategy
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-gap-analysis-and-strategy
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-gap-analysis-and-strategy
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/7-gap-analysis-and-strategy
https://apsc.govcms.gov.au/8-implementation
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Challenges or Barriers to Strategic Workforce Planning  

O’Riordan (2019) contends that a major challenge to workforce planning is its actual execution, which 

despite understanding the concept, is perceived as complex an attendant lack of confidence in its value 

and benefits. This often manifests as frustration with the process, with management believing the 

process to be overly complicated or time consuming given the potential requirement to produce difficult 

information.  

 

As noted earlier, where the benefits of SWFP is not understood there can be an increased risk of it 

being regarded as dispensable69. This reinforces the benefits of identifying and promoting the process 

through a senior champion and resonates with the contention that SWFP is described as a mindset 

rather than a discrete process – guiding habits of thinking and analysis70. This infers that best practice 

workforce planning is rooted in behaviours and organisational culture. 

 

Another barrier to effective workforce planning is the view that the process can be finance driven, 

“focused primarily on managing within budget, controlling the costs and identifying efficiencies and 

savings (…) with less emphasis on outcomes of true strategic planning”. Where finance can be 

perceived as the dominant lens for executing SWFP, skills issues can arise with the execution of SWFP. 

In particular, the competence of HR practitioners in workforce or data analytics is still relatively low 71. 

This has been be attributed to HR functions being constrained by administrative duties which can be to 

the detriment of strategic HR initiatives72. This strengthens the call for workforce planning to be a cross-

functional activity, with HR at the helm of the workforce planning team.  

 

Conclusion  

As noted at the outset, the purpose of consulting the literature was to provide the foundation upon which 

a maturity model could be developed to aid the consideration of the practices of participating 

organisations in a structured manner. To further assist this, a number of existing SWFP maturity models 

were considered which are detailed in Appendix A . Utilising the range of information presented above, 

the review team embarked on the development of a bespoke maturity model to frame the collection, 

interpretation and ultimately presentation of salient information derived from the consultations.  

 

In the next section of the report we outline and explain the maturity model utilised, in greater detail, 

before presenting the summary findings arising. 

 

 

 

 
69 O’Riordan, J (2019), Workforce Planning in the Irish Public Service, The Institute of Public Administration [Accessed via 

https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WORKFORCEPLANNING.pdf] 
70 CIPD (2018), Workforce Planning Practice Guide. CIPD, London 
71 Harvard Business Review Analytics Service (2016) Tackling Talent Strategically: Winning with Workforce Planning 
[Accessed Via  https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning]  
72 Sinclair, A (2004), Workforce Planning: a literature review, Institute for Employment Studies 

https://www.ipa.ie/_fileUpload/Documents/WORKFORCEPLANNING.pdf
https://hbr.org/resources/pdfs/comm/visier/19393_HBR_Visier_Report_Sept2015.pdf
https://hbr.org/sponsored/2016/04/tackling-talent-strategically-winning-with-workforce-planning
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6. DEVELOPMENT OF THE MATURITY MODEL 

Following on from the previous section which documented the main themes arising through SWFP 

literature including a brief overview of some existing maturity models, this section details the 

development and content of a bespoke maturity model for the purposes of the review.  

 

The maturity model seeks to provide a framework against which the SWFP practices of participating 

organisations can be considered. The primary purpose of this maturity model is to support the conduct 

of this review and, whilst it is not intended to be a tool for the whole Public Service, it may prove useful 

to those organisations considering how to enhance their capability and strengthen their strategic 

approach to workforce planning. Accordingly, the application of the maturity model, following the 

engagement with the participant organisations, is to consider what is happening inside these 

organisations rather than to, in any way, dictate what should be happening. 

 

The maturity model has been developed by drawing on the outcomes of the literature review, the 

considerable collective experience within the PSC, and the valued input and guidance forthcoming from 

the Advisory Committee. It aims to examine the real-life approaches adopted to SWFP, through a varied 

lens, and to aid understanding of how such activity is positioned and delivered inside the participating 

organisations and its resulting impacts.  

 

The maturity model includes four core criteria, each of which includes up to three sub-criteria. These 

are presented in the figure below and described thereafter.  

 

 

(2) People

Strategic Workforce 

Planning 

Maturity Model 

Criteria 

(1) Leadership

(3) Approach and 

Methodology

(4) Impact and 

Outcomes 

Figure 4 - Maturity Model Criteria 
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Maturity Criteria  

1. Leadership 

This criterion reflects on whether strong leadership is demonstrated in respect 

of the SWFP practices and the value attributed to them the organisation. The 

internal positioning of SWFP is also considered in terms of the sponsorship it 

attracts from senior leadership and the clarity with which the vision for, and 

purpose of, SWFP is communicated within the organisation. Sample descriptors 

of each sub criterion (tailored, as appropriate, to a public service context) are 

summarised in the table below:  

 

Sub criterion Description 

Vision and 

purpose 

• The vision for the SWFP practice, and its core objectives, are 

understood by senior management. 

• Workforce planning is considered as a vehicle for (inter alia):  

o employee recruitment and retention; 

o organisational development; 

o support for specific business cases 

o employee development; 

o capacity planning; 

o capability building; 

o managing and mitigating organisational risk; 

o change management; 

o continuous improvement; and 

o adapting to change. 

• The practice, in fulfilling its purpose, seeks to:  

o consider the needs of both functions and the organisation 

as a whole; and 

o inform, and be informed by, the prevailing organisational 

strategic plan or statement. 

• support the achievement of strategic objectives across an agreed 

multi-year period. 

Value and 

sponsorship 

• An organisation’s parent department(s) engage with the 

organisation’s SWFP practice. 

• A recognised senior resource assumes the role of sponsor of the 

SWFP and actively engages with the process. 

• All levels of management are actively involved within the SWFP 

practice.  

• Evidence is available which demonstrates the wider organisation’s 

engagement with, and trust in, the process.  

Governance of 

process 

• SWFP has a formal governance structure in place such as a Project 

Steering Committee. 

• The formal governance includes external stakeholders to the 

organisation. 

• Ultimate approval of the Strategic Workforce Plan rests with the 

organisation’s Board (or equivalent). 

Table 2 
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2. People 

This criterion considers the people-centric aspects of the SWFP practices 

including the appropriateness of the numbers and skill sets of the resources 

deployed (taking into account the size and complexity of the organisation) 

and the extent to which the wider stakeholder community is engaged.  

 

Sub criterion Description 

Suitability of 

resources 

applied 

• Dedicated governance and team groupings are established to 

guide/progress each cycle of SWFP undertaken. 

• The resources applied to the above groups are sufficient to allow the 

project to be concluded in line with the expected timelines and outcomes. 

• The resources deployed are allocated clearly defined roles, with related 

responsibilities, which align to their own skillsets, experiences and 

competencies or their ongoing development agenda. 

• The team possess, or can access, deep organisational knowledge (e.g. 

historical context, challenges etc). 

• Team encompasses, and can leverage, input from a wide range of 

skillsets or disciplines including: 

o Finance; 

o Human Resources; 

o Technology; 

o Change Management; 

o Project Management; 

o Data Analysis;  

o Relationship Management; and  

o Strategic or Business Planning. 

Stakeholder 

engagement 

• An appropriate stakeholder engagement map or plan is created during 

the planning phase and executed across the remaining phases. 

• An appropriate range of internal and external stakeholders (in terms of 

numbers and roles) are engaged with during the process. 

• The expected and actual outcomes of the practice are clearly 

communicated to internal/external stakeholders, as appropriate. 

• Regular progress and status updates made available to the stakeholders.  

• Internal stakeholders are expected to include: 

o senior management; 

o management group; and 

o employee(s). 

• External stakeholders engaged may include representatives of: 

o parent department(s); 

o national public service organisations; 

o comparable international public service organisations; 

o relevant trade unions; and 

o service users. 

Table 3  
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3. Approach and methodology 

This criterion aims to accurately reflect the robustness and suitability of the 

approach and methodology which underpins the SWFP practices and the 

investment made in technology to support the consistent, effective and efficient 

delivery of the planning process. The extent to which the SWFP practices 

integrates into the wider organisational process framework is also considered. 

 

Sub criterion Description 

Definition and 

documentation 

• Prior SWFP practices/processes/projects undertaken are available to 

the project resources to inform their approach to the current cycle. 

• The process is structured by a series of clearly defined phases 

documented in an appropriate format such as Project Charter or Project 

Initiation Document. 

• This document will set out a detailed approach to conducting the SWFP 

practice. 

• Key outputs from the process are subject to review and quality 

assurance input from senior stakeholders. 

• The process should be supported by a selection of defined templates 

and procedural documents which can be utilised to ensure the planning 

process is both robust and consistent across functions and time. Such 

templates may address topics including: 

o Project Charter/Project Initiation Document; 

o business case; 

o project plan; 

o stakeholder engagement plan; 

o project risk assessment or register; 

o workforce segmentation profile; 

o workforce skills mix/matrix; 

o demand analysis;  

o supply analysis;  

o gap analysis; and 

o final report formats.  

• The practice allows for flexibility in terms of how the workforce demand 

is satisfied with due consideration being given to options beyond the 

addition of posts to payroll. Alternatives models including outsourcing, 

co-sourcing, in-sourcing and secondments are considered, where 

appropriate. 

• Post project reviews occur with learnings identified and captured to 

inform future planning processes. 

• The implementation of the Strategic Workforce Plan is approached as a 

subsequent and discrete project or phase and actively managed to 

deliver successful outcomes, whether delivery of the plan occurs under 

the auspices of SWFP or via function-level strategy execution. 

Integration 

with other key 

organisational 

processes  

• SWFP is fully integrated with other core organisational processes such 

as financial planning, budgeting, organisational design, strategy 

development and execution at both a functional and organisational 

level. SWFP activity serves as an input to these processes and is 

informed by them. 

• Management and staff involved in the process if required are 

supported by tailored training is respect of workforce planning. 
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Sub criterion Description 

• SWFP and the subsequent implementation activity (whether managed 

as a separate project or as part of functional strategy delivery) is a 

standing item within the agenda of management group meetings. 

Technological 

supports 

• The organisation has appropriate business applications (e.g. 

collaboration, HRIS, financial budgeting, strategic performance 

reporting etc) to underpin the SWFP process in order to maximise the 

collaboration between stakeholders and the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the activity involved.  

• Technology is leveraged to ensure the data and records pertaining to 

the process (and the various projects by which it is delivered) are 

secured and available to stakeholders both during and beyond the 

planning cycle. 

• The technology utilised to support SWFP forms part of a wider 

integrated application architecture designed to support all 

organisational activity including strategy development and delivery and 

multi-year financial planning and budgeting. 

Table 4 

 

4. Impact and outcome measurement 

The final criterion seeks to consider how rigorously the implementation of the plan 

is monitored including how its achievements and outcomes are captured and 

measured. In addition, it aims to reflect how the adoption and operation of SWFP 

impacts the wider organisation and its ability to achieve wider organisational 

objectives. 

 

Sub criterion Description 

Monitoring 

of plan 

delivery and 

outcomes 

• Whether implementation occurs as a discrete subsequent project or 

within the context of functional strategy execution, all actions in the 

Strategic Workforce Plan are allocated to a nominated task owner who is 

charged with delivery within a specified timeline. 

• Budget is allocated to each task, in terms of resource hours and finance, 

if required. 

• A robust reporting process (monthly or quarterly to senior management) 

is established to monitor the implementation of the plan and its actual 

versus planned objectives. 

• The reporting process is managed by one nominated resource. 

• Reporting outputs are aligned with a specified format which seeks to 

accommodate both financial and non-financial outcomes. 

• The report is considered by the Senior Management Team, or other 

equivalent grouping who provide governance and guidance re issues 

arising during the implementation phase. 

• All change requests are considered by the above group and approved, if 

appropriate. These may include matters such as changes to delivery 

timelines, requests for additional resources or the introduction/removal of 

a task from the plan. 
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Sub criterion Description 

• Across the implementation phase, a lesson learned log continues to be 

populated and communicated so as to serve as a continuous 

improvement tool to influence future SWFP activity. 

• At the close of each cycle, a post project review is undertaken to assess 

the actual benefits and cost of the SWFP practice and how it can be 

enhanced. 

Impact on 

the 

organisation  

• The conduct of the SWFP practice provides a valuable opportunity for 

stakeholders to raise matters which, whilst not addressed by the plan 

itself, serve as inputs to business planning or wider strategy development 

activities. These may include topics such as: 

o organisational redesign;  

o business process improvements;  

o technology deployment/investment opportunities; 

o organisational development interventions; 

o learning and development interventions; and 

o succession planning. 

• There are mechanisms in place that allow the measurement of the impact 

on the organisation through robust feedback loops. 

Table 5 

 

In considering the above four criteria, thought has been applied to whether the criteria should be 

weighted in any way to reflect their relative significance. However, to facilitate understanding and 

application of the model and, in the context of this first review of SWFP, it was not considered necessary 

to introduce such complexity at this juncture. 

 

Maturity levels  

In developing a maturity model, which can accommodate the criteria discussed above, it is proposed to 

consider the maturity of SWFP activity in the context of four levels ranging from novice to optimised. 

The four levels are discussed below, with the intention of broadly mapping the Irish Public Service 

against the other jurisdictions consulted.  

 

Novice: There is little evidence of SWFP practices occurring with respect to the criterion, and equally 

there is little awareness of the relevance of the criterion within such a process.  

 

Developing: There is some evidence of SWFP practices occurring with respect to the criterion, and 

equally there is some awareness of the relevance of the criterion within such a process. Certain 

practices and processes have been established and revised through previous cycles of SWFP. The 

core processes are intermittently documented. The SWFP practice does not operate as an integrated 

element of a wider process architecture underpinning the organisation’s operations.  

 

Developed: There is strong evidence of SWFP practices occurring with respect to the criterion, and 

equally there is strong awareness of the relevance of the criterion within such a process. Core 
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processes have been tried and tested and are considered relatively robust with some areas exhibiting 

potential for further improvement. The core processes are well documented. The SWFP practice 

operates as a partially integrated element of a wider process architecture underpinning the 

organisation’s operations.  

 

Optimised: There is pervasive evidence of SWFP practices occurring with respect to the criterion, and 

equally there is a robust awareness of the relevance of the criterion within the workforce planning 

process. Core processes have been operated across time and refined. Such processes are 

approaching optimisation but remain subject to regular review. The processes are extensively 

documented. SWFP operates as an integrated element of a wider process architecture underpinning 

the organisation’s operations.  

 

Conclusion 

Having developed a framework by which existing SWFP practices can be considered, the next chapter 

provides information on the approach to the important consultations together with the summary findings 

arising from the engagement with the participating organisations both nationally and internationally.   
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7. KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

At the outset of this seminal chapter, it is worthwhile to briefly recap the key activities which preceded 

and facilitated the conduct of the consultation phase and the emergence of the review findings.  

 

As discussed, a focused literature review around the topic of SWFP was undertaken with particular 

emphasis on practitioner-focused resources and sources. The learnings arising from this exercise were 

utilised in the development of a bespoke maturity model to underpin the consideration of SWFP in the 

Irish Public Service. Having gained an understanding of the prevailing trends and with the support of 

the maturity model, RSM Ireland were suitably positioned to commence engagement with the 

participating organisations both nationally and internationally. To aid the smooth progression of the 

consultations, tailored discussion guides were developed. These guides reflected the thrust of the 

maturity model and supported the conduct of the engagements and the garnering of the information 

and perspectives sought (samples are included at Appendix C).  

 

This section outlines the approach to, and key findings arising from, the stakeholder engagement 

undertaken with the selected organisations.  This chapter is divided into four sub-sections 

 

(1) Consultation: approach, purpose and participants: 

providing an overview of the approach and purpose of our 

consultation, including insight into the participants whose 

input ultimately formed the basis for our findings.  

 

(2) Summary of the findings (Irish participants): distilling the 

detailed findings into a subset which are of strategic 

importance to the future potential path of SWFP in the Irish 

Public Service.  

 
(3) Key findings (International participants): capturing the key 

insights arising from the international participants. 

 

(4) Recommendations for the Irish Public Service: outlining 

proposed next steps to advance the Irish Public Service’s 

SWFP journey. 

The summary findings and potential next steps are underpinned by 

the detailed findings (as included at Appendix B) which feature some 

specific examples for illustrative purposes. There are 20 findings 

arising across the criteria of the maturity model, as illustrated, with 2 

broader environmental findings relating to practices in the wider 

sector.  Figure 5 – Breakdown of the Detailed Findings  
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Consultation: approach, purpose and participants 

The core purpose of the stakeholder consultation was to understand the existing SWFP practices and 

processes, as operated, both nationally and internationally. In order to maximise the likelihood of 

accurately reflecting SWFP activity across all the organisations encountered and given the anticipated 

range of varied practices at differing stages of development, detailed discussion guides were created 

and shared with consultees in advance of their workshops which reflected the underpinning maturity 

model and this was provided. In effect, the discussion guide posed a series of questions which allowed 

participants to reflect on their own SWFP practices and prepare for the consultation. 

 

To aid the review of SWFP practice within Ireland, the PSC devoted time to agreeing an appropriate 

sample of national participating organisations of varied scale and remit. It was also regarded as 

important that the engagement incorporated the input of stakeholders of differing levels of seniority 

within an organisation. Therefore, engagement with national organisations adopted a two-pronged 

approach with those responsible for operating SWFP being consulted in addition to the senior leader(s) 

who held strategic responsibility for SWFP.  

 

By agreement, the RSM International network was leveraged to assist in the identification of, and initial 

introduction to, comparable international organisations in terms of scale and, where possible, remit. The 

international organisations were primarily drawn from Commonwealth jurisdictions. However, it was 

also decided to engage with a Nordic organisation to allow access to insights from an alternative socio-

political context. Through this, the review was in a position to access DPER’s equivalent within two 

jurisdictions which enabled the review gain broader and more representative insight into their national 

SWFP journey than where an individual agency was consulted.  

 

The following organisations took part in the consultation:  

  

National 

• Enterprise Ireland; 

• Environmental Protection Agency; and 

• Food Safety Authority of Ireland.  

 

In addition to the above list of participants, the Project Team also had discussions with representatives 

of the Property Registration Authority of Ireland. This organisation is frequently cited as an exemplar of 

progressive adoption of SWFP in Ireland. Discussions also took place with a senior representative of 

Civil Service HR. 
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International 

• Audit Wales; 

• Department of Employer Policy, Norway; and 

• Australian Public Service Commission. 

 

In total, thirteen stakeholders from across the six 

organisations were consulted. In describing the findings, 

it has been sought to uphold a degree of anonymity for 

the participating organisations. Some examples are 

incorporated to illustrate or support a finding or issue, 

where appropriate within the detailed findings. Where 

existing challenges encountered around SWFP are reported these are not attributed to any 

organisation. The PSC acknowledges that given the small sample of national participants there is an 

inherent risk in drawing broader conclusions from the findings arising based on the limited sample. 

 

The PSC and the authors of the report would note the inherent risks associated with drawing 

conclusions from such limited engagement and consultation. However, the project always sought to 

identify variance in the practice of SWFP in the Irish Public Service through the investigation of 

experiences and practices in a small number of organisations to facilitate arrival at recommendations.  

 

Summary of the findings (Irish Participants)  

This section presents summary findings which have been extracted from the detailed findings, with an 

emphasis on the following: 

 

• environmental factors impacting upon current SWFP practice in Ireland; and 

• operational factors impacting on the development of SWFP within the Irish Public Service.  

 

Key findings relating to the environment within which SWFP operates in Ireland 

Some findings arising did not relate directly to the core operation of SWFP and focus more on the 

context in which SWFP occurs in the relevant public service (Irish or international). Two material findings 

arose within this category: 

 

1. Those organisations with greater autonomy to invest in their workforce appear to 

demonstrate more developed SWFP activity 

 

A range of experience of the operation of delegated sanction was reported by Irish participants. 

As noted earlier, in general, both within Ireland and internationally, organisations granted 

greater actual autonomy with regard to their workforce have developed more extensive and 

successful SWFP processes and practices. Organisations with more limited autonomy, appear 
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to restrict their focus to operational workforce planning (i.e. headcount planning) as they are 

exposed to a recurring cycle of seeking approvals for any resource request. However, it is 

reiterated that greater autonomy was also coupled with more regular monitoring and reporting 

for oversight purposes. This experience resonated with international jurisdictions, most notably 

Norway, who emphasised the decentralisation of control to individual agencies (both in relation 

to workforce and other matters) is conducive to effective SWFP. In addition, there was some 

evidence that there can be an overreliance in Irish parent departments on DPER in terms of 

their workforce planning, and there is greater scope to enable departments to take ownership 

and responsibility in planning their own workforce needs. 

 

2. The annual planning focus hinders optimal strategic planning  

 

All strategic planning serves its purpose to the optimum when a plan is created for a multi-

annual timeframe and then implemented (subject to ongoing monitoring and review to ensure 

its appropriateness). Whilst understanding the scale of the potential change involved, a number 

of Irish participants opined that a multi-annual approach to funding and planning would create 

the conditions where state agencies would find it easier to create and deliver strategic plans 

(and integrated workforce plans) with greater impact.  

 

These two findings pose a significant challenge to the wider adoption of SWFP in its ambition to ensure 

the Irish Public Service has the “right people in the right place at the right time”. Without address, these 

two issues have the potential to impede the progress of not only future but existing multi-annual strategic 

initiatives such as Sláintecare, Transport 2040 and the Climate Action Plan. These require the Irish 

Public Service to be adaptable and agile in its response to ever-evolving needs.  

 

Key findings relating to the operation of SWFP in the Irish Public Service 

We have included six further summary findings relating directly to the operation of SWFP within the 

Irish Public Service, some of which align to the findings emanating from the international consultations.  

 

3. Senior sponsorship across the Public Service is critical to the delivery of successful 

SWFP 

 

Senior sponsorship ensures organisations have an enduring, clear vision, and appreciation for 

the benefits of SWFP. However, for such sponsorship to be truly effective at a local senior 

management level, there must be an equal appreciation for SWFP within the parent 

department. The latter must demonstrably express an interest in the relevant activities of its 

agencies and the related outputs. Without such pervasive internal and external sponsorship, at 

all levels within the Irish Public Service, initiatives to mainstream SWFP and build momentum 

around its adoption and development are unlikely to prove successful. Strong leadership which 
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espouses and demonstrates sponsorship was prevalent and central to the success of SWFP 

in international jurisdictions.  

 

4. The outcomes of SWFP activity are more important than the process 

 

The Irish organisations which participated in the review were able to demonstrate mature 

elements of SWFP albeit not within a defined, end-to-end or discrete process. It also appears 

very important to recognise the scale and remit of organisations when considering what 

constitutes appropriate SWFP activity in which they should engage and the outputs they should 

seek to produce. Clearly producing a plan for a large department versus a small, technical 

agency is a very different task.  

 

Attempts, in the short-term, to impose a standardised process around existing SWFP practices 

may result in counterproductive outcomes. They may also risk reinforcing negative sentiments 

in the Irish Public Service around SWFP allowing the activity to be viewed as being a 

compliance duty rather than delivering a value adding or strategically focused action. Australia, 

in particular, has accepted that uniformity in process does not always yield effective SWFP 

despite having developed tiered SWFP guidance documentation informed by the ISO standard.    

 
5. SWFP remains negatively perceived in the wider Irish Public Service 

 

There are some strong examples (referred to later in this chapter) of SWFP playing its part in 

delivering broader change within Irish Public Service organisations. This is despite SWFP being 

associated with its historical origins to reduce employee numbers and cost control in the Irish 

Public Service (i.e. Employment Control Frameworks). This positioning of SWFP remains alive 

in the collective memory of the sector. It is of paramount importance that the sector overcomes 

this legacy perception to enable a shift of mind-sets to embrace the more contemporary 

purpose of SWFP. An initiative to reposition SWFP has the potential to be a strategic driver of 

change within the organisations that constitute the Irish Public Service. The international 

counterparts of Irish public servants were reported as holding a more positive view of SWFP.  

 

6. SWFP is still largely viewed as a human resources functional activity 

 

For SWFP to be truly effective and impactful, an organisation needs to allocate the activity to a 

multi-disciplinary project team (featuring some senior management representation) with a 

diverse range of skillsets and expertise. Some challenges which exist within SWFP projects, 

such as the quality and interpretation of data, and the need to look at the holistic requirements 

of the organisation, require input from those involved in all aspects of an organisation’s 

activities. Team members from Human Resources will, however, play a key role in the delivery 

of successful SWFP projects.  
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7. SWFP’s position with regard to other organisational planning activities is unclear 

 

In addition to SWFP, Irish Public Service organisations, wherever they are based, undertake a 

plethora of planning activities on an ongoing basis. These include strategy development, 

financial budgeting and/or forecasting and the preparation of annual plans. However, Public 

Service organisations appear unclear as to how SWFP aligns most effectively with these 

existing planning activities. If SWFP remains a separate planning tool it is expected to impact 

their capacity to undertake all such activities in parallel and to deliver each to a high standard. 

Thus, the leadership of the Irish Public Service need to consider whether SWFP can integrate 

with, or augment, these other planning activities. Otherwise, the landscape of planning tools 

may become too congested, and ultimately result in SWFP being positioned as a purely 

compliance activity. It is noted that within Norway, SWFP is embedded as a primary and 

integrated part of their planning framework.  

 
8. Investment is required to mainstream SWFP in the Irish Public Service 

 
Investments in a range of areas such as the development of a long-term strategy for SWFP 

and the operationalising of that strategy (via guidance documents, templates and other roll-out 

activities which will require dedicated resources), technology to support data acquisition and 

analysis, and training and mentoring of those involved in the area, are all required to support 

the stated goal of mainstreaming SWFP in the Irish context. Whilst we acknowledge the 

international perspective on the potential limitations of tools and resources, they do provide a 

mechanism for organisations on early SWFP ventures to commence SWFP and advance 

maturity at a local level. International jurisdictions have made similar investments over the 

years, particularly with respect to the development of supporting documentation and the 

publication of relevant thought leadership and/or workforce data to enable SWFP in their 

organisations.  

 

Key findings (International Participants) 

We have included five summary findings arising from the experiences of SWFP within international 

jurisdictions: 

 

1. The role of a centralised government agency in supporting SWFP 

 

Within the Irish Public Service, there is an underlying perception that SWFP is a centralised 

effort at control and compliance. However, in other jurisdictions the function of equivalent 

central government organisation is more explicit around empowerment and support. They 

assume an alternative role which includes producing thought leadership pieces, workforce-

related datasets and research into workforce trends, all of which is aimed at enabling the 

delivery of SWFP at a local level.  
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2. The collective perception towards SWFP is positive 

 

As alluded to in the previous point, SWFP appears to be perceived differently within the Irish 

Public Service than in the other jurisdictions explored. This may be linked to the inception of 

SWFP in the Irish Public Service, amidst the wider environmental and societal challenges due 

to the 2009 economic downturn. Other jurisdictions were operating SWFP prior to this downturn 

and did not alter the fundamental purpose or underpinning objective despite the global 

economic crisis and potential benefits of same (i.e. that of reduction and cost control). The use 

of SWFP as a method to control or monitor employment numbers was not experienced in the 

other jurisdictions. This has resulted in a positive disposition to SWFP and increased clarity as 

to the actual purpose of SWFP. In contrast, some within the Irish Public Service appear to retain 

residual and negative connotations towards SWFP.   

 
3. Importance of the positioning of SWFP and its value 

 

Notwithstanding the above, how SWFP is positioned within an individual organisation remains 

of central importance alongside the need for senior leadership buy-in. In particular, the 

utilisation of appropriate language and terminology which resonates with senior leaders was 

cited as being of paramount importance.  

 

The term strategic workforce planning does not always create interest with senior leadership, 

due to an implicit assumption that this is primarily a human resources activity. Organisations 

that were successful in adopting SWFP created their own term(s) to encapsulate SWFP as a 

driver of transformational change and leave behind the sense that this was an operational 

human resources activity. The positioning of SWFP as a valuable activity was further supported 

by the presence of a strong, strategically focused, human resources practitioner at the helm 

who had complementary experience in IT and project management.  

 

4. Greater workforce autonomy can be balanced through increased accountability 

 

Other jurisdictions, notably Norway, have emphasised the decentralisation of control to 

individual agencies (both in relation to workforce and other matters) as being conducive to 

enhanced SWFP. However, this heightened autonomy is tempered through increased 

accountability mechanisms such as a greater emphasis and requirement to publicly publish 

outcomes achieved each year (in addition to those planned). This view complemented findings 

within the Irish Public Service where organisations with more flexibility in the application of 

delegated sanction generally evidenced more mature SWFP practices in conjunction with more 

regular monitoring and reporting activities.  
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5. The value attributed to tools and templates 

 

Jurisdictions at a more advanced stage of their national Public Service SWFP journey (circa 20 

years to date in Norway and Australia) have invested significant levels of effort into producing 

resource guides and collateral to assist the operation of SWFP. Notwithstanding this, as they 

continue to progress, they have accepted that uniformity of approach may not be practical or 

achievable. Instead of uniformity of process, they have emphasised that value is achieved by 

ensuring strategically orientated questions are answered across SWFP practice. However, 

such tools and resources can remain invaluable for organisations undertaking their maiden or 

early endeavours with respect to SWFP. 

 

The implications of the key findings and recommendations for the Irish Public 
Service  

The findings arising, allied to the insights gained from the experience of other jurisdictions, pose several 

questions for those charged with mainstreaming SWFP as espoused in Action 13 of “Our Public Service 

2020” and the wider leadership of Irish Public Service. 

 

Based on the experience of Australia (as outlined in detailed findings) the journey to reaching a point 

of creating a pan-Public service SWFP is feasible (for the federal element alone in their case) but can 

consume circa two decades. Whilst it is clear that Ireland is not starting from year zero on this path, it 

will require a well-considered plan to efficiently and effectively arrive at a similar point in regard to the 

Irish Public Service. 

 

In addition, it is clear from the feedback from the Irish participants that SWFP, as currently operated, is 

not universally accepted as a valuable planning activity. Although quality examples of SWFP practice 

exist in the participating organisations many in the wider sector remain sceptical of SWFP and its 

purpose. Perceptions of SWFP can range from it being a compliance task, a contemporary iteration of 

legacy workforce control measures or an overly complex mechanism for seeking approval for new 

resources. These views are substantiated by evidence that many current plans submitted to parent 

departments, and to central government, lack the requisite depth or quality to enable decision making 

or are delivered after deadlines have passed. These issues may represent further symptoms of the 

uneven application of delegated sanction.  

 

There is also, at present, a lack of clarity as to how SWFP should integrate with other planning activities 

such as strategy creation and financial planning. This scenario, allied to a variable interest in the activity 

(and plans generated) from parent departments, means the leadership of Public Service organisations 

may rightly be slow to train and allocate resources to undertake SWFP.  

 

Given this backdrop, it would appear that those charged with leading the Irish Public Service need to 

consider whether they remain committed to mainstreaming SWFP across the Irish Public Service as 
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per the aspirations of Our Public Service 2020.  By its definition, mainstreaming is predicated on the 

establishment of a consistent, scalable, and practical model being in place which is capable of 

replication and easy to comprehend. Based on the two environmental findings identified it could be 

inferred that inconsistencies within current Irish Public Service operating model – the uneven application 

of delegated sanction and how SWFP is positioned relative to other planning tools – need to be 

addressed in order that such a model would emerge and make mainstreaming feasible.  

 

If the recommendations below were pursued without addressing the environmental findings any 

meaningful attempts to mainstream SWFP could be undermined and it may continue to be negatively 

perceived. Ideally, the introduction of more consistency within existing workforce management and 

planning practices, with increased accountability, would assist the implementation of the 

recommendations across the Irish Public Service. This would have the dual effect of empowering 

organisations, and removing some current frustrations with existing workforce planning practice. 

 

Operating within the context of increased consistency of other workforce management approaches, it 

would appear that a practical step towards mainstreaming SWFP would be the creation and agreement 

of a strategic initiatives charting how the Irish Public Service would progress SWFP. 

 

Such strategic initiatives, which are likely to span the next decade and beyond, would require pan-

sector sponsorship by influential leaders within the Irish Public Service. Ideally, they would both practice 

SWFP within their own organisation and promote the benefits of same across the sector, which should 

entice buy in from others. The initial strategic initiative would be expected to address requirements 

including: 

 

• defining the purpose of SWFP for the Irish Public Service and where it resides within the 

broader planning frameworks (e.g. strategic, financial, annual planning); 

 

• developing a communications plan focused on repositioning SWFP as a valuable planning 

approach which can drive organisational change and eroding the perception of SWFP as a 

compliance task; 

 

• developing an implementation plan to relaunch SWFP as an outcome focused, practical 

planning tool which respects the varying scale, nature and services of the organisations which 

engage; 

 

• fostering the engagement of the sector by raising awareness of examples of existing good 

practice and/or innovative approaches to solving workforce challenges, which may inspire 

others to adopt SWFP; 
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• providing training interventions and collateral to allow the upskilling of those charged with 

either managing or delivering a SWFP project or the inclusion of a resource with SWFP 

experience as a member of the SWFP project team; and 

 

• identifying a pool of resources charged with operationally delivering the strategy by a 

series of defined projects and other interventions. 
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8. CONCLUSION 

Over the course of this review, a plethora of themes, successes, challenges and opportunities for further 

action or learning were elicited. These arose through the examination of the SWFP literature and the 

relevant, first-hand experiences of both the national Public Service organisations and their international 

equivalents. These collective insights facilitated the development of practical and considered 

recommendations which, if adopted, will support the advancement SWFP practice within the Irish Public 

Service.  

 

Prior to concluding, it is worth returning to the original purpose of the engagement which was to review 

“strategic workforce planning in the Irish Public Service, in light of international and national theory and 

practice, and to bring forward a set of relevant recommendations to support the greater adoption of the 

approach”. Whilst the report addresses and delivers on this stated purpose, two fundamental questions 

remains unanswered:  

 

1. Firstly, how does the maturity of SWFP practice in the Irish Public Service compare with that 

occurring in the other jurisdictions considered? 

2. Secondly, what would the future successful deployment of SWFP within the Irish Public 

Service look like? 

 

The review seeks to answer these below.  

 

 

 

To address this question robustly, one must return to the maturity model and consider the relative 

maturity of SWFP in the three jurisdictions where it was feasible to obtain a sense of the national picture, 

namely Australia, Ireland and Norway. The UK has been excluded from consideration in this regard as 

our engagement there was with a single agency and it would be unreasonable to infer the national state 

of SWFP practice from one consultee. Whereas, in the case of both Australia and Norway, it was 

fortunate to have access to organisations, which due to their remit, could provide an informed view of 

the status of SWFP in their respective jurisdictions.  

 

It appears reasonable to position both Australia and Norway as having attained a developed level of 

maturity with respect to national SWFP practice. Such maturity can perhaps be viewed as an expected 

outcome given that both jurisdictions are two decades into their SWFP journeys. However, both 

countries exhibit strong evidence, to support their developed status, when their practices are mapped 

against the maturity model criteria.  

 

How does the maturity of SWFP practice in the Irish Public Service compare with that 

occurring in the other jurisdictions considered? 
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Both jurisdictions have reached a juncture where there exists a healthy awareness and acceptance of 

SWFP, its purpose and its value. Australia, for their part, have created and made available extensive 

documentation in relation to SWFP but continue to demonstrate a continuous improvement mindset in 

acknowledging that collateral alone will not always yield best practice, and are now embracing an 

outcome-orientated approach with this being the underpinning mentality for the first pan federal SWFP.  

 

Similarly, Norway has developed and maintained an enduring, clear and consistent approach to the 

vision and purpose of SWFP which is rooted in accountable, outcome-focused reporting generated from 

a planning environment which feature high levels of integration between SWFP and other planning 

activities. Organisations are empowered to control their workforces, with centralised support through 

the provision of relevant data and thought leadership.  

 

Both jurisdictions provided commentary around the critical importance of senior public service leaders 

championing SWFP within their agencies and departments citing this as providing the momentum to 

progress and further develop SWFP across their respective public services over time. 

 

In contrast, the Irish Public Service’s equivalent SWFP journey is only reaching the close of its first 

decade. Whilst many organisations engage in some innovative and effective SWFP practices, it appears 

that these in the main emanate from the enthusiasm of individuals in such entities (or their parent 

departments) who see value in harnessing SWFP as a planning tool rather than as the result of a 

national SWFP programme championed by senior figures in the public sector. Indeed, it seems that a 

considerable element of the better SWFP practice in the Irish Public Service is not branded as SWFP 

and is not the product of defined SWFP processes. 

 

Those involved in considering workforce plans in Ireland also report considerable variation in both the 

quality and timeliness of SWFP document submissions. The context in which such plans are prepared 

also varies due to differing levels of workforce autonomy arising from the inconsistent application of 

delegated sanction and the variable prominence given to SWFP activity by organisations focused on 

other parallel strategic and operational planning processes. 

 

Given the backdrop set out, it would seem reasonable to describe the maturity level of current SWFP 

practice within the Irish Public Service as developing. Adoption is increasing but is far from universal, 

and whilst good practice can be found, much improvement remains possible if SWFP is mainstreamed 

across the Irish Public Service. DPER may consider further exploration, championing the adoption of 

some of the practices noted internationally which encourage more decentralised control to individual 

organisations as a means of increasing SWFP activity and impact, whilst not compromising on service 

delivery or outcomes.  
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Figure 6 - Irish Public Service SWFP Maturity relative to Australia and Norway 

 

 

Drawing on the extensive literature available, the experiences of the national organisations to date and 

accounting for the fact that Irish Public Service currently lags the two relevant international comparators 

– it seems appropriate to depict a potential future state perhaps at the commencement of 2027, some 

six years forward. 

 

Irish Public Service organisations will possess enhanced autonomy over their workforce decisions, 

operating within robust and clearly defined multi-annual expenditure budgets which facilitates strategic 

changes in operating models and service demands. Their workforces will be nimble and adaptable, 

meeting changes due to the internal and external environmental factors with appropriate responses 

including internal redeployment, upskilling and restructuring. In turn, sporadic and ad-hoc requests for 

additional resources to central government will reduce with those arising having been subject to a 

rigorous consideration of all other resourcing options. Regular and meaningful monitoring and reporting 

 

What would the future successful deployment of SWFP within the Irish Public Service 

look like? 
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on outcomes, activity and the workforce will provide assurance that the heightened autonomy and the 

trust placed in the leadership and management of these organisations is not misplaced.  

 

The SWFP documents generated will, in themselves, be of high quality, delivered primarily by public 

servants leveraging a strong, collaborative, and pan-public service network of practitioners in lieu of ad 

hoc external support. Within this new landscape, the Irish Public Service would have the requisite base 

maturity, across all its organisations, to effectively embark on a maiden pan-Irish Public Service 

workforce plan. This would ultimately seek to advance the goal of having the right workforce, with the 

appropriate skills and capabilities, in the right place and at the right time, to effectively deliver on the 

evolving citizen needs within a service delivery model which is both digital and data driven. 

 

However, success will be predicated upon the key decisions made by the existing senior leadership of 

the Irish Public Service and the careful planning and execution of an overarching strategic initiatives.  

Whilst the core recommendations arising are focused on the development of a longer-term strategic 

initiatives to progress the mainstreaming of SWFP, they also seek to highlight the potential pitfalls of 

prematurely pursuing same in light of the environmental findings. Overcoming these systemic 

challenges will require a step change within the Irish Public Service but would, crucially, deliver greater 

autonomy for organisations and create improved conditions for not only SWFP but also for wider 

strategy development and delivery. 
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A. APPENDIX - OVERVIEW OF EXISTING SWFP MATURITY AND 
CAPABILITY MODELS 

A number of maturity models exist internationally with respect to workforce planning. An overview of 

each identified, during the course of this literature review, is set out below. 

 

Funded by the Ministry of Health, Te Pou o te Whakaaro Nui is a national centre of evidence-based 

workforce development focused on the mental health, addiction and disability sectors within New 

Zealand. They have developed a workforce planning model for mental health and addiction services 

based on international and national standards (including ISO). Their model is based on three levels of 

planning maturity.  

 

▪ The early level is characterised by organisational awareness of the need for workforce planning, 

with the establishment of systems or processes to support workforce planning. In this stage, there 

is a focus on improving the workforce data available.  

 

▪ The developing level sees workforce planning processes embedded in regular business planning 

cycles. Data is collected and analysed to identify needs or inform improvements, and some 

monitoring or reporting of progress regarding workforce planning and the developing strategies is 

conducted.  

 

▪ Finally, an established level includes comprehensive workforce planning processes integrated to 

other aspects of business planning, data collection and analysis via a range of sources and 

processes, with the progress of implementation monitored and refined as workforce needs change 

73. 

 

The Australian Public Service Commission conducted a capability assessment of different agencies 

across thirteen areas, including workforce planning. The five levels of capability across the agencies 

spanned from the awareness to general acceptance, through defined and managed and, finally, to 

being a leader in the sector.  

 

▪ The awareness level reflects an increasing recognition of workforce planning in delivering business 

outcomes. However, the technical expertise of workforce planning at this level is low, with no 

centralisation of overall staff requirements.  

 

▪ At the general acceptance level, acknowledgement and regard of the importance of workforce 

planning to business outcomes has occurred. However, although a process is in place, this is not 

 
73 Te Pou o te Whakaaro Nui. (2017). Workforce Planning guide: Getting the right people and skills in the future workforce. 
Auckland: Te Pou o te Whakaaro Nui [Accessed via https://www.tepou.co.nz/uploads/files/resource-
assets/Getting%20it%20right%20-%20Workforce%20planning%20guide%20-%20V8.pdf] 

https://www.tepou.co.nz/uploads/files/resource-assets/Getting%20it%20right%20-%20Workforce%20planning%20guide%20-%20V8.pdf
https://www.tepou.co.nz/uploads/files/resource-assets/Getting%20it%20right%20-%20Workforce%20planning%20guide%20-%20V8.pdf
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systematic in nature. Capability is classified as defined when workforce planning is systematically 

integrated with business planning, with workforce supply and demand analysis aligned to HR 

management strategies.  

 

▪ The managed level reflects an evolution of managed capability, built on a centralised process with 

a pan-organisation approach to HR strategies. At this level, the organisation will also have people 

with the right skills to deliver company-wide objectives.  

 

▪ Finally, achievement of leader level means the organisation advanced the managed capability via 

regular reviews of workforce plans, the development of identification strategies to highlight changing 

needs, often with noted measurable benefits74.  

 

Mercer have described workforce planning across four levels which exist on a progressive scale from 

traditional views of workforce planning (headcount) to more contemporary, strategic approaches. They 

note that different organisations may be at different stages of the workforce planning journey, each with 

challenges that may impede advancement.  

 

▪ At the most basic level is budget driven headcount planning involving the collection and once-

off static analysis, and reporting, of headcount data. Challenges in progressing to more 

sophisticated approaches include a lack of defined methodology alongside insufficient or non-

existent tools or technology for support.  

 

▪ The next level is workforce analytics, which involves the collation of internal and external labour 

data and the conduct of gap analysis in terms of organisational skills or competencies. The 

challenge at this level is how to draw meaningful conclusions from the data gathered.  

 

▪ The third level, and the first of two stages which feed into strategic planning, is aptly named 

strategic workforce planning. At this level, practitioners segment the workforce according to the 

impact on the overall business strategy. Suggested categories include strategic (strategic drivers, 

requires investment), core (supports strategy, requires protection), necessary (required, but could 

be streamlined/outsourced) and misaligned (affected by strategy, not contributors and could be 

redeployed). This phase is characterised by a shared understanding of prioritised segments by 

business leaders and HR. Typically the challenge at this level is to ensure that appropriate 

workforce planning governance processes remain in place.  

 

 
74 Australian Public Service Commission (2018) Appendix 4 – Agency Capability Maturity Model [Accessed via  
https://www.apsc.gov.au/appendix-4-agency-capability-maturity-levels]  

https://www.apsc.gov.au/appendix-4-agency-capability-maturity-levels
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▪ Finally, human capital planning reflects a centre of excellence developed to facilitate and monitor 

workforce planning, analytics and company-wide governance. To successfully maintain this level, 

co-operation and timely inputs are required from finance, business leaders, IT and HR75. 

 

PWC Australia has developed a maturity model for the Australian Public Service in the context of 

balancing capability and affordability. This features four phases plotted against the degree of integration 

within workforce planning (X Axis) and the level of maturity (Y Axis).  

 

▪ The rudimental level is basic planning, which focuses on short term operational matters and 

utilising basic workforce analytics (headcount, turnover, budget) where there is limited confidence 

in workforce data.  

 

▪ Operational planning occurs where there is a medium-term focus aligned to business priorities, 

with a broader suite of analytics utilised (including labour market analysis) supported by basic HR 

systems and planning tools. The output is the production of a basic workforce plan, which is typically 

connected to a recruitment plan.  

 

▪ Planned and connected extends the focus to the longer term, aligning workforce planning to 

strategic priorities and scenarios. At this level there is confidence in the data, with more complete 

analytics in place supported by external labour market analysis. The workforce plan is formally 

reviewed at least annually, and is integrated with other critical plans, including training and 

development and workforce retention.  

 

▪ Finally, the most advanced level of planning is strategic planning. This is characterised by an 

integrated planning process with all key stakeholders, explicitly linked to strategic planning with 

multiple scenarios of future of work trends considered. At this level, data and analytics are mature, 

and can inform workforce decisions, including an assessment of new ways of working to meet future 

of work trends. Workforce plans are adjusted in real time, which means they are consistently 

monitored and connected to all people related plans76.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
75 Mercer (2011) The need for rigorous strategic Workforce Planning in today’s volatiles environment (Accessed Via:  
https://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/asia-pacific/asia/HC-StrategicWorkforcePlanning-Mercer-2011.pdf) 
   
76 PricewaterhouseCoopers (2018) Workforce Planning in the Public Sector: Balance capability and affordability [Accessed via   
https://www.pwc.com.au/consulting/assets/futureof/workforce-planning-in-the-public-sector.pdf]  

https://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/asia-pacific/asia/HC-StrategicWorkforcePlanning-Mercer-2011.pdf
https://www.pwc.com.au/consulting/assets/futureof/workforce-planning-in-the-public-sector.pdf
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B. APPENDIX – THE DETAILED FINDINGS  

Introduction 

The main body of the report outlined the material findings arising alongside the proposed next steps for 

the Irish Public Service with regard to its SWFP journey. In this section, the detailed findings arising 

from across all the stakeholder consultation, both from international and national, are presented. These 

detailed findings expand on the points outlined in the core document providing further evidence and 

some illustrative examples which underpin the summary findings.  

 

As noted in the main report, some findings arising do not relate directly to the core operation of SWFP 

and refer to the environment or context in which SWFP occurs in the relevant Public Service. These 

findings do, however, potentially impact how SWFP operates at present or in the future. Accordingly, 

they may manifest as either enablers or barriers to the adoption or development of SWFP and, 

therefore, are worth due consideration. However, the responses to same would necessitate 

consideration beyond the topic of SWFP given that they would represent fundamental changes to how 

the Irish Public Service currently operates and is governed.  

 

Detailed thematic findings 

As noted above, this section outlines 22 detailed findings which were consolidated into a selection of 

summary findings as outlined previously.  

 

These findings ultimately reflect the data gathering and analysis cycle undertaken against the criteria 

within the maturity model. Only those matters which were raised by multiple parties have been included. 

 

Leadership 

1. The importance of internal and senior sponsorship.  

 

It was universally recognised that the presence of a strong, internal and senior sponsor(s) who will 

champion SWFP is an elementary and critical enabler of such activity. For the sponsor(s) to be effective, 

the benefits and values of SWFP must be clearly understood and accepted both by them, and the wider 

senior management team and Board. Indeed, it was reported that such sponsors have an important 

role to play in being vocal as to why SWFP is important to the organisation and the benefits it can 

deliver.  

 

Throughout our engagement with all senior stakeholders from national participants, there was a real 

appreciation of, and appetite to deliver, effective and sophisticated SWFP. For example, leaders within 

the Food Safety Authority highlighted how it would be remiss of them, as leaders of a Public Service 

organisation, to not challenge all current assumptions regarding workforce planning and ways of 

working given the immediate response to the COVID-19 pandemic but, equally, on an ongoing basis.  
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All the organisations engaged with reported that their Boards (or equivalent) endorse SWFP activity 

(although it may not bear this specific brand in all organisations), and this buy in was regarded as having 

crucial importance for the effectiveness of the process. However, in the experience of these senior 

leaders their ability to capitalise upon such buy in amongst the wider organisation can be enabled or 

inhibited by other environmental factors some of which can be unique to their organisation – most 

notably the application of delegated sanction, which appeared to vary from organisation to organisation.  

 

Given the reported importance of internal senior sponsorship to the SWFP process within participant 

organisations, and the similar criticality of the parent department relationship (as discussed below), it 

appears reasonable to assume an overarching requirement for senior sponsorship of SWFP initiatives 

across all civil and public service organisations. Ultimately, it would seem important that senior support 

for SWFP cascades throughout the entire sector if the efforts of any single organisation with respect to 

SWFP are not to be hindered.  

 

2. A constructive relationship with the parent department with respect to SWFP is 

imperative  

 

The level of interest, support and appreciation which a parent department exhibits for the SWFP 

undertaken by an organisation under their aegis appears to have a direct impact on the appetite for 

SWFP in the latter and their ability to further develop and sustain SWFP practice.  

 

Based on the consultations, those organisations which experience constructive, open and supportive 

relationships with their parent department (in particular, their liaison contact) which yield high levels of 

trust also demonstrated more developed and mature SWFP practices. Furthermore, where there is a 

mutual appreciation for the purpose, benefits and impact of SWFP then the parent department 

relationship with regard to SWFP was positive. On the contrary, any misalignment in this regard 

between the organisation is seen as potentially causing friction. For example, where organisations are 

required to submit business cases for resources (including those covered by existing headcount 

sanctions) by their parent department, the delivery of an unsolicited, holistic multi-year workforce plan 

can be negatively received.  

 

It should be highlighted that those organisations who demonstrated mature SWFP practices were not 

typically conducting SWFP practices at the behest of a parent department but rather doing so due to 

internal organisational buy in to SWFP as a concept. 
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3. The importance of middle management buy-in to SWFP  

 

Consultees reported that equally important as senior sponsorship, in enabling the success of SWFP, 

was the buy-in of middle management and their broader acceptance of workforce planning mechanisms 

which support ongoing adaptability and change.  

 

Organisations with higher levels of maturity in SWFP practice reported less resistance towards internal 

mobility of resources or the reallocation of a vacant position elsewhere in the organisation if business 

needs required same. This acceptance was often underpinned by a strong buy-in and belief in the 

organisation’s overarching mission or purpose. This collective view, amongst management, appears to 

have eroded any silo mentality or pseudo-territorial view of resources or staffing numbers within their 

teams. This mentality was further supported through regular internal transfers of senior management 

across the organisation with a view to building a senior manager’s appreciation of the wider organisation 

whilst simultaneously enhancing their openness and adaptability to change.  

 

4. Organisational culture as an enabler of SWFP 

 

A fundamental driver of effective and mature SWFP is the culture of the organisation. Organisations 

with mature SWFP practices have effectively avoided organisational silos with their senior managers, 

and managers, viewing the organisation holistically and not as a disparate collection of teams or units. 

This is evidenced through increased interoperability of resources, mobility across the organisation and 

adaptability to change as noted above.  

 

However, it is the behaviours of these stakeholders that truly deliver on the culture as there is no 

inhibiting possessiveness over resources which can derail SWFP initiatives. However, there is not one 

universal approach to achieving such outcomes. Enterprise Ireland, for example, embed all change in 

their core mission, and ensure stakeholders are equally committed to this - supporting Irish business 

and the economy. The Property Registration Authority, however, have gradually eliminated the word 

“vacancy” from their managers’ vocabulary with such events now accepted or positioned as skills gaps 

or an opportunity for change. This mindset is carefully cultivated within their organisation and is 

deliberately featured in core HR processes such as employee induction. As with all cultural development 

or change, it requires deliberate interventions to reinforce desirable behaviours over a sustained time 

period further highlighting the need for strong and enduring senior sponsor involvement in SWFP.  
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People 

5. Multi-disciplinary teams drive successful SWFP  

 

Those organisations who demonstrated higher levels of maturity and success in their SWFP practices 

adopted a multi-disciplinary approach to resourcing SWFP activity deploying skills including; human 

resources; organisational development; finance; change management; information technology; strategy 

development and planning; project management; and data analysis. These skillsets reflect the findings 

of the literature review. This did not preclude the HR team being centrally involved in supporting same. 

 

The manner in which these skills sets were present or leveraged varied between organisations. For 

example, Enterprise Ireland demonstrated strong collaboration between human resources, finance and 

strategic planning in their SWFP efforts which is an embedded element of all change projects. In 

contrast, Audit Wales’ success with SWFP was in part attributed to a capable HR practitioner who had 

cultivated skillsets in project management, technology and organisational development – thereby 

personifying several of the essential skills required to progress SWFP as presented within the relevant 

literature. 

  

Ultimately, the overarching message emanating from our participants is that multi-disciplinary efforts 

yield better SWFP outcomes than approaching it with a singular, functional lens. This success was 

attributed to a better collective understanding of the needs of the organisation and the units within it. 

 

6. The need to develop specific data-related skills within the organisation’s HR function to 

support SWFP 

 

Based on the engagement with the participants, the individuals most commonly responsible for 

operationalising SWFP within most organisations resided within the Human Resources function. The 

most commonly cited skillset gap acting as a barrier to more sophisticated SWFP practices centred 

around the area of data analytics and the interpretation of data. Whilst this challenge was also linked to 

existing limitations of available technology supports, it was also viewed as an internal skills deficit in the 

majority of the organisations consulted.  

 

Interestingly, the issue was also present in the context of SWFP even within organisations which are 

adept in their use of information and data elsewhere in the organisation. The Food Safety Authority 

noted their organisation’s general prowess with regard to data analysis, which could benefit SWFP, but 

the personal and/or sensitive nature of workforce-related data inhibited the ability to freely involve 

personnel outside of HR resources in the analysis of such data. In order to overcome this issue, some 

organisations referenced the desire to retain and leverage external expertise to assist with this critical 

task within SWFP but noted the financial ramifications relating to such interventions. 
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This issue may represent a robust example of where local HR professionals in a Public Service 

organisation would benefit from being able to access centralised support with regard to the provision, 

management, analysis and interpretation of workforce data together with associated mentoring from 

those who have broader experience in the utilisation of data in the context of SWFP.  

 

7. It is vital that those involved in SWFP activity understand the in-scope organisation 

 

Deep knowledge of the organisation’s operations and service delivery catalogue is a precursor to being 

able to discern the workforce challenges (demand and supply) facing an organisation. Hence, the ability 

of those charged with progressing SWFP to engage with their operational colleagues to identify, discuss 

and resolve workforce issues represents a fundamental factor in the delivery of effective SWFP. Given 

the complexity and often wide-ranging technical remit of Public Service organisations, acquiring and 

maintaining such knowledge may prove challenging for any SWFP project team member and, again, it 

is likely HR practitioners will be involved in these activities. 

 

With this challenge in mind, it would appear that those organisations which have adopted Business 

Partner models as a means of engagement between corporate service functions (such as HR or 

Finance) and the wider business demonstrated more robust approaches to SWFP. Albeit it should be 

borne in mind that such organisations were typically of a scale that made such corporate service 

delivery models practical. 

 

8. Those charged with progressing SWFP activity must be able to devote the required time 

to the task 

 

Many of the participants highlighted the recurrent challenge associated with trying to free up already 

busy and capable resources to become involved in the SWFP project. As an example, considerable 

internal HR capacity is consumed by operational tasks to the detriment of value added, strategically 

focused, activities such as SWFP. This scenario also results in a secondary and related issue where, 

as a result of HR resources being primarily focused on operational activity, their ability, and credibility, 

to drive strategic initiatives, in the eyes of the wider organisation is questioned. Reducing operational 

workloads via process automation or enhancement may assist in alleviating this challenge as would the 

increased utilisation of shared service facilities.  

 

9. Widespread internal stakeholder engagement is critical for the success of SWFP 

 

Based upon the commentary of the participants, it would appear that the vast majority of engagement 

around the SWFP practices currently undertaken occurs with the senior leaders and 

departmental/functional managers within organisations. Communication with those below such 

management tiers varied in terms of its direct association with SWFP. For example, a number of 

organisations noted their deployment of periodic and general staff surveys which would touch upon 
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areas related to workforce planning. These certainly yield data which could enrich such planning 

activities without necessarily eliciting such views under the banner of SWFP.  

 

There was some reluctance detected with respect to engagement with the lower tiers of management 

and the wider employee base, as part of SWFP practices due to the potential to give rise to expectations 

which may not be fulfilled. In those organisations where the merits and purpose of SWFP were more 

embedded within the organisational culture, less apprehension towards widespread internal 

engagement was evident.  

 

10. Accessing external views can help unlock valuable insights within the SWFP practices  

 

Some evidence emerged during the consultation process of organisations engaging with, or reflecting 

the views of, external stakeholders in their SWFP practices. Enterprise Ireland engage with SMEs (i.e. 

clients/service users) on a daily basis, who are drawn from differing business sectors and geographical 

regions within Ireland. This real-time engagement generates feedback which informs the effective and 

responsive redeployment of resources, with specific skillsets, to meet specific client-led demand 

whether tactical or strategic in nature.  

 

Other organisations have been successful in extending the acceptance of SWFP to other external 

stakeholders. For example, one Irish Public Service participant advised that they had witnessed strong 

buy-in to SWFP from their primary trade union as the latter perceived SWFP as a transparent 

commitment to the workforce (in terms of employee development, employee engagement and job 

fulfilment etc). Indeed, in some other jurisdictions engagement with the unions is a central tenet of their 

approach to SWFP. However, other Irish Public Service organisations have not, as yet, sought to 

engage with the unions with regard to SWFP. This actual and potential interaction with unions also 

draws attention to the importance of language and the careful positioning of SWFP in maximising the 

buy-in of all stakeholders.  

 

Whilst we have already discussed the importance of the relationship between the organisation and its 

parent department in delivering successful SWFP, it was also noted that some organisations have 

dedicated workforce planning units in place given the size and scale of their collective remit. There was 

an appetite expressed by some participant organisations to be able to leverage such resources (inside 

their parent departments or elsewhere) as a potential centre-of-excellence which could provide 

guidance, support and mentoring to those organisations seeking to develop their SWFP approach. 

 

11. The term SWFP is not universally understood or positively received in the Irish Public 

Service 

 

As noted in the literature review, the definition of SWFP has evolved over the decade since it first gained 

widespread interest in the Irish Public Service. The purpose of SWFP in Ireland and the process by 
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which it has been achieved have also been changed and updated over time. Based on discussions with 

participants, this continuous shifting of the narrative around SWFP has resulted in considerable 

confusion amongst those in the sector as to why SWFP should be undertaken, its purpose, the 

obligations of Irish Public Service organisations with regard to SWFP, and the benefits it may deliver. 

This confusion has resulted in some apathy towards SWFP which manifests by some organisations 

preparing and submitting poor quality workforce plans which bear little correlation to the actual 

resourcing or activities that ensues. Furthermore, in some cases, the plans are received post the 

associated deadlines, leading to them having no impact in terms of the agreement of budget allocations. 

 

Significant commentary was forthcoming which suggested that within the Irish Public Service, many 

people associated negative connotations with the term SWFP due to its origins in the last recession, 

and its historical link to employment control frameworks, hiring moratoriums and the ongoing 

requirement to submit quarterly returns to DPER. In particular, these returns were noted as a source of 

ambiguity contributing to SWFP being perceived as compliance process. There also remains a deep 

suspicion that financial budget pressures have, and will continue to, outweigh the contents of any 

workforce plan submitted when it comes to the ultimate allocation of budget. 

 

Given the above feedback, there may be real benefit in rebranding SWFP, as part of a wider and 

comprehensive communications plan aimed at finally drawing a line between the perceived historic 

compliance and cost control objectives of SWFP and the contemporary value-adding, strategic goals 

of SWFP. 

 

Approach and methodology 

12. Building organisational readiness for SWFP projects will maximise the likelihood of 

success 

 

In the organisations and jurisdictions where SWFP is more mature, it was evident that a significant 

investment in building organisational readiness had occurred. The approach to this important phase 

varied, but the objectives remained consistent – building an appreciation for the benefits, value and 

impact of SWFP and developing the capacity to undertake the planned SWFP activity. Building such 

readiness is particularly important at senior management level as it facilitates a cascading approach 

thereafter. The reported challenges associated with building readiness varied. For instance, Audit 

Wales, due to the composition of their workforce, required a significant period of engagement with 

senior management to achieve acceptance of SWFP as a concept that would serve the organisation – 

not just the human resources function. This ultimately required an internal rebranding of SWFP so that 

it was not considered to represent a human resources activity when it was really a critical organisational 

intervention.  
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13. A focus on the planned and actual outcomes which SWFP can deliver will yield results  

 

At the outset of this review, a working hypothesis emerged which assumed that those organisations 

which demonstrated more mature approaches to SWFP would have robust and defined processes with 

clearly structured phases and standardised outputs. The prevalence of industry endorsed SWFP 

“processes” from reputable organisations reinforced this thinking (i.e. ISO for SWFP).  

 

Some organisations were able to evidence successful SWFP outcomes as a result of their initial venture 

into the space (i.e. Audit Wales) or through a cycle of annual iterations supported by the subsequent 

examination of the learnings emerging to inform the continuous refinement of a well-established process 

(i.e. Property Registration Authority).  

 

However, there was also evidence uncovered of mature SWFP practices, which generated positive 

outcomes, but which did not follow an embedded process-led approach. For example, Enterprise 

Ireland demonstrated continuous monitoring of their particular sector’s needs with an accompanying 

ability to adapt and change their workforce nimbly to respond to both internal and external stimuli. This 

approach sought to focus on interventions that are strategic (i.e. linked to strategic plan) but also 

considered workforce planning (via the conduct of exercises including skills assessments, capacity 

planning and organisational structures).  

 

For those organisations which operate in similar environments, or have developed the same level of 

adaptability, the enforcement of a standardised process may have a disruptive rather than a positive 

impact in the short-term. This is particularly important given the objective to “mainstream” SWFP under 

Our Public Service 2020. Any efforts to rapidly cascade a uniform, standardised, approach for adoption, 

across the Irish Public Service, which do not respect the varying nature and scale of the organisations 

therein, may ultimately set back SWFP in organisations where it is currently successful whilst seeking 

to enhance SWFP practices more generally. 

 

The lessons emerging from Australia and Norway in this regard would indicate that the key activities 

required in all SWFP are threefold being: the conduct of robust discussions regarding the future 

workforce needs of the organisation, the capture of the agreed and planned actions and the subsequent 

monitoring of the implementation of the plan.    

 

14. Considerable SWFP activity is delivered within the Irish Public Service under different 

guises   

 

It was apparent from the discussions held that the majority of the Irish participant organisations were 

undertaking some elements of SWFP, sometimes at a sophisticated level, but that these activities were 

not viewed internally as a SWFP practice. 
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Some established practices and approaches were almost regarded as business as usual activity by the 

organisations concerned but were, in practice, solving potential future workforce challenges. For 

example, the Environmental Protection Agency reported the challenge of recruiting within the ICT sector 

in the face of competition from global ICT giants headquartered in Dublin. This led to a decision to 

establish an ICT base in their regional headquarters in Wexford. Furthermore, the same organisation 

launched a summer internship and graduate programme for operational business areas. The 

programme successfully addressed the traditional summer capacity gaps whilst building a pipeline of 

talent interested in the organisation and roles therein for the future. 

 

It is likely other effective examples of almost intuitive responses to workforce challenges could be 

showcased to highlight current SWFP practices in Ireland thereby reducing the perceived gap between 

the current “as is” state of SWFP in this jurisdiction and the ideal future state.  

 

15. The application of project management principles may aid the conduct of SWFP 

 

Based on the consultation which has occurred, there does not appear to exist a universal approach to 

SWFP which a jurisdiction or organisation can simply adopt as best practice and seek to roll out without 

tailoring. However, in those organisations and jurisdictions where SWFP is more mature a key output 

delivered is the formal plan. 

 

Some of the key issues pertaining to a portion of the plans submitted in Ireland have been discussed 

earlier in this chapter, notably with regard to their quality, timeliness and accuracy versus the actual 

resourcing which subsequently occurs. These deficits lead to some plans being regarded as less than 

credible and, thus, the requests therein are not sanctioned without further due diligence activity by the 

parent department or DPER. Such supplementary activity is avoidable and, therefore, whilst necessary 

given the circumstances, still represents waste. 

 

Given the above scenario, it would appear prudent that organisations on their maiden, or early, ventures 

into SWFP would consider the application of some basic project management principles to the SWFP 

activity. Project Management will bring an emphasis on the quality of the final product (the report) whilst 

also ensuring other key matters such as the time allocated to key stages of the project, the key inputs 

required, the project milestones, the composition of the project team, project sponsorship and the 

approach to quality assurance are considered. 

 

The closure of a project also presents a natural time to look back and reflect on the learnings which 

emerged during the project whilst enabling the incorporation of same into future similar endeavours. 

Finally, a project-based approach may allow the development of a tiered approach for SWFP depending 

on the scale and complexity of the organisation.  
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16. SWFP requires integration with other operational and planning processes 

 

All the organisations engaged demonstrated a strong level of integration between the core operational 

processes such as human resources management and financial planning (e.g. payroll forecasting) and 

their SWFP activities. This integration was typically achieved through strong internal engagement and 

collaboration between relevant teams via monthly, quarterly and ad hoc meetings.  

 

Fundamentally, for SWFP to be successful it should not be considered an isolated planning activity 

which occurs in a vacuum. It should be fully integrated into the wider strategic planning and financial 

budgeting processes and seek to integrate and compliment such planning activity as it does in other 

jurisdictions. 

 

Across the wider Irish Public Service, this integration did not always occur, and some feedback was 

received that SWFP is actually competing for constrained and limited resources with the more 

established planning processes. If this is the case, then it would appear necessary for the leaders of 

the Irish Public Service to clarify the precise purpose and relative position of SWFP considering the 

other planning models or frameworks. 

 

17. The quality of data underpinning SWFP is key to successful projects  

 

The ability to have access to accurate and relevant data to underpin SWFP was presented as a key 

challenge (alongside the interpretation of same, where available) within such projects. This issue can 

be linked to related challenges around the business applications which support SWFP, including human 

resources management, customer relationship management, financial management and payroll.  

 

A recurring challenge with human resource applications centres on maintaining up-to-date skills and 

experience data for employees. A deficit in this area can limit the accuracy of the associated data used 

in SWFP arising both from limitation of incumbent systems and the capacity required to maintain same. 

Some participant organisations have sought to address these issues by conducting “entry surveys” with 

new starters and periodic employee surveys. Whilst there were aspirations relayed to achieve full, 

seamless integration of the core systems operated – no participant had fully realised this goal.  

 

18. The role of tools and templates in supporting SWFP 

 

Some evidence was presented by the participants highlighting that investment in suites of templates, 

tools or guidelines can help support effective SWFP activity. This view was most prominently discussed 

with the Australian Public Service Commission as they had, initially, invested considerable time into the 

adoption and adaption of the SWFP ISO into a suite of collateral, procedural documentation, resources 

and tools to assist organisations conduct SWFP as an end-to-end process.  
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However, more recently the Commission has reached the conclusion that the completion of a series of 

templates or the use of tools alone does not result in effective SWFP. They recently promoted a different 

approach which focused on an organisation’s ability to answer, at the close of the SWFP, some core 

questions around the organisation’s strategic direction, service delivery, capacity, costs, culture and 

capability and capture these matters in its workforce plan. Accordingly, reinforcing a prior finding, the 

imperative is that these questions are answered rather than the organisation following a formulaic, rigid 

or prescribed staged-based sequence. 

 

Accordingly, in the future, the development of tools and templates, which will still have some value, may 

be better positioned as an activity which contributes collateral to a centralised knowledge base, library 

or resource centre. Organisations could then leverage these artefacts to support the delivery of the 

required outcome-focused workforce plan. 

 

Impact and outcomes 

19. Continuous monitoring and improvement in the context of SWFP 

 

Whilst, as noted above, there was no significant uniformity of approach uncovered in terms of how 

SWFP is conducted, a recurring theme across the participant organisations with more mature SWFP 

practices was an ethos of continuous improvement around how they approached SWFP. The 

organisations demonstrated an openness to improvements and an appreciation of the value in looking 

back to capture lessons learned.  

 

A tangible example of this mindset arose during this review project through the feedback of the Property 

Registration Authority regarding the maturity model. This organisation, although an existing exemplar 

of SWFP in the Irish Public Service, remarked on the potential benefits of incorporating a structured, 

project management approach into their well-defined SWFP and will seek to adopt same.  

 

20. SWFP can deliver organisational impacts if the scope of the project is extended 

 

As the literature review previously suggested, the range of organisational impacts arising from the 

conduct of SWFP varied across each participant. Some organisations were primarily focused on purely 

planning their workforce numbers, whereas, others adopted a wider lens around SWFP to incorporate 

the consideration of changes to the organisational design, learning and development interventions and 

capacity planning. For example, Enterprise Ireland use SWFP activity to help them deliver the people-

based elements of organisational change projects on an ongoing basis. 

 

However, those organisations who are more focused on operational workforce planning do not currently 

avail of the opportunity to harness SWFP to deliver wider change in the organisation to the same extent. 
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Environmental 

21. Increased autonomy with regard to staffing encourages the development of SWFP 

practices 

 

Participating organisations who benefit from delegated sanction arrangements were, in general, more 

effective in terms of their SWFP activities. However, drawing on RSM Ireland’s wider knowledge of the 

operation of delegated sanction in the Irish Public Service, it is acknowledged that, in practice, 

delegated sanction can be applied in a variety of ways with different emphasis. In addition, there was 

some evidence that there can be an overreliance in Irish parent departments on DPER in terms of their 

workforce planning, and there is greater scope to enable departments to take ownership and 

responsibility in planning their own workforce needs. 

 

Based on our specific engagements, it appears that the most effective mechanism, in terms of fostering 

SWFP purposes, was grade-specific headcounts as the organisation could effectively reorganise their 

workforce to address organisational needs whilst operating within these parameters. Coupled with 

routine headcount reporting on a monthly basis, this allowed a constructive level of controlled autonomy 

for the organisation. Hence, where such increased autonomy is evident there are typically 

compensating accountability or transparency mechanisms in place (e.g. more frequent reporting). 

 

This approach is in stark contrast to some other participant organisations who were stringently required 

to submit business cases, and gain approval for any replacement posts including those which may 

require temporary filling (e.g. maternity cover). This approach inhibits the organisation’s ability to evolve 

roles when the opportunity arises, as it is perceived that a “like for like” replacement is more likely to 

result in approval being attained, rather than attempting to adapt or change the role. Such an 

environment appears to result in the organisation focusing on operational workforce issues as their 

ability to engage in SWFP is significantly constrained.  

 

With this in mind the Norwegian approach is heavily rooted in providing autonomy to Public Service 

organisations to develop the workforce they need. However, such autonomy is tempered by robust 

reporting systems/structures and other accountability measures. 

 

22. A desire exists for multi-year planning windows across the public service 

 

The primary planning emphasis for organisations within the Irish Public Service centres on a cyclical 

and annual basis incorporating annual financial plans and business plans. This has remained a hallmark 

of the Public Service for many years and it would require a significant change project to instigate change 

in this regard. However, during the consultation there was considerable feedback from the leadership 

of the organisations, that transitioning towards multi-year planning windows would result in not only 

more effective SWFP practices but also better strategic planning. It would enable the setting of plans 
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of all descriptions with greater certainty regarding the funding being available to support the subsequent 

implementation phases. 

 

The Norwegian approach to such planning is interesting in this regard. They place more value on the 

published annual report of the organisation (reporting what was achieved during the year) rather than 

on the annual plan (reporting what it is intended to achieve in the upcoming year). In their view, this 

approach increases the expected accountability which offsets the greater autonomy given to the leaders 

of a Public Service organisations in the Norwegian model. 

 

Detailed experiences of the international jurisdictions  

Some findings become more pronounced when reflecting upon the experiences of international 

jurisdictions, many of which are at more advanced stages of a lengthy national SWFP journey than is 

the case in Ireland.  

 

In the conduct of the international participant engagement, organisations with a similar remit to DPER, 

in their respective countries, were consulted in Australia and Norway. Throughout the course of our 

engagement with these organisations, it was evident that these organisations were not only exponents 

of SWFP internally but held central roles within the rollout of national SWFP initiatives. The unique 

position of these two organisations enabled the accessing of a view of the wider sectoral maturity with 

regard to SWFP in these territories. The national journey in these jurisdictions commenced much earlier 

than that of Ireland and, thus, SWFP practice, in both jurisdictions, is evidences higher levels of maturity 

than that exhibited by the Irish participants.  

 

In the case of Wales, engagement was with an agency who reported on their organisation-level efforts 

to deliver best practice SWFP and, hence, this consultation was more aligned to our engagement in the 

Irish Public Service. 

 

Australia – Australian Public Service Commission  

Within Australia, the participants reported that the national SWFP experience (spanning some 20 years) 

had seen considerable initial effort being contributed to the development of suites of templates, 

processes and guidelines aimed at producing consistent, process led outputs from SWFP activity. 

Indeed, such interventions are consistently referenced in the literature review, and were greatly 

influenced by the stance and content of the SWFP ISO. The participants also highlighted that further 

inputs were devoted to creating and publishing tailored guidance documents and templates to support 

a tiered approach to SWFP based on the size and the remit of organisations. However, it had been 

subsequently accepted that these early initiatives had not resulted in the uniformity they had aspired to.  

 

The participants outlined that they are currently embarking on the first SWFP exercise to seek to 

address the entirety of the Federal Public Service and have decided not to rigidly apply their existing 
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guidance documentation. In its place, they are adopting a simplified, outcome-oriented approach which 

focuses on answering key strategic questions with regard to the future workforce and seeks to embed 

a SWFP approach, favouring strategic discussions which lead to outcomes over a prescribed process. 

Ironically, this has resulted in them using a framework published by the New Zealand government as a 

recurring point of reference. Notwithstanding this, the participants acknowledged that suites of 

templates, tools and guidelines retain merit in providing frameworks to support the commencement and 

undertaking of SWFP activities. However, they cautioned against requiring organisations to adopt and 

fulfil a set of detailed standardised documentation as part of the SWFP process.  

 

Norway – Department of Employer Policy 

Prior to discussing the interaction with the Norwegian participant, it is important to highlight (as many 

readers will be aware) that the wider approach to the organisation of the public service in Norway differs 

to that of Ireland. 

 

In Norway, the greater decentralisation of control from central departments to agency level is 

encouraged and promoted. However, this autonomy, for participant agencies, is tempered by increased 

accountability allied to a stringent requirement to publicly report on the organisation’s outcomes 

achieved (including those related to SWFP) versus those planned. In lieu of assuming a compliance or 

administrative role in the SWFP cycle, the Department engaged fostered the process through the 

production of relevant thought leadership collateral, the identification of national workforce trends and 

the dissemination of such information for adoption at agency level to assist frontline SWFP. 

 

Importantly, during the prior economic downturn, Norway did not operate a targeted workforce planning 

framework that sought to control or reduce employee numbers in its public service. Hence, Norway’s 

experiences of SWFP are not influenced, by any negativity associated with its original purpose.  

 

Wales – Audit Wales 

In contrast to the previous two jurisdictions, the consultation with Audit Wales (the local equivalent of 

the Irish Public Service Comptroller and Auditor General) focused primarily on the organisation’s own 

internal experiences of launching SWFP as a core planning activity. 

 

Therefore, Audit Wales presented a more comparable SWFP experience to some of those encountered 

by the Irish participants. Within this organisation, the HR practitioner with responsibility for delivering 

the organisation’s first SWFP quickly identified an internal barrier around perception of SWFP as a 

human resources activity at both senior and middle management. Therefore, they recognised that it 

required an urgent internal repositioning to be successful. Hence, significant initial time and effort was 

devoted to educating key internal stakeholders at senior and middle management levels, with respect 

to the core elements and benefits associated with SWFP, and how it can serve as a vehicle for wider 

organisational change. Hence, the SWFP project did not begin until there was buy in to, and acceptance 

of, the exercise.  
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Audit Wales sought to convey that strategic resourcing matters should not be the sole remit, 

responsibility or concern of the HR function but require engagement by the wider organisation. Several 

other actions also contributed to the success of initial SWFP efforts within Audit Wales, including the 

leveraging of multi-disciplinary skillsets and the securing of vocal endorsement from senior internal 

stakeholders including Board members. 

 

These insights into international experiences are useful as they not only echo some of the themes 

arising from engagement with the national participants, but also identify potential signposts as to how  

SWFP can move forward whilst strategically planning to navigate around those challenges which other 

jurisdictions have encountered.  
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C. APPENDIX – DISCUSSION GUIDE 

As you will be aware, our engagement with you relates to your organisation’s current operation of 

Strategic Workforce Planning (SWFP). We have outlined across the following pages, indicative 

questions, themes and discussion topics some of which we plan to explore with you over the course of 

our engagement.  

 

These are set across four thematic areas. To assist you in framing your thoughts and responses, we 

provide a high-level description of the scope of each area below: 

 

• Leadership – the extent to which there is strong leadership behind the initiative, the 

appreciation of the value of SWFP and the ambitions underpinning the vision/purpose of SWFP.   

 

• People – the degree of stakeholder engagement within the process and a consideration of the 

number, skillsets and experience of resources allocated to its performance. 

 

• Approach and methodology – the extent to which SWFP processes are developed, 

documented and defined, how they integrate with wider organisational processes and the 

technological supports in situ to assist.  

 

• Impact and outcomes – the variety of outputs and impacts arising from SWFP, the 

mechanisms for ensuring the effective implementation of the plan and the capturing of lessons 

learned.  

 
 

Scene setting 

At the outset of our discussion, we will ask a short series of positioning questions. These will help us 

understand the context of your organisation and influence the flow of the remainder of our interaction. 

The questions below will provide an indication of the nature of our queries:  

 

• When was the last organisational statement of strategy created? What is the governance 

structure of the organisation? (e.g. Board, Commission etc)  

• Who is/are the parent department(s) of the entity?  

• What is the current workforce governance mechanism – Employment Control Framework (ECF) 

or delegated sanction?  

• What is the current employee headcount of the organisation? What is the current FTE/WTE?  

• Is the organisation Exchequer funded/self-funded/a combination of both?  

• Does your organisation carry out its own recruitment or is it undertaken by PAS? 
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Indicative questions 

Leadership 

Questions  

• Is SWFP typically undertaken for the entire organisation or on a per business 

unit/department/function basis? 

• How would you describe the vision or goals of SWFP in the organisation?  

• What is the purpose of SWFP in the entity?  

• Would this description be universally agreed by others in the organisation?  

• Is there a link between the workforce planning activity and wider organisational 

strategic planning?  

• Is/are the parent department(s) supportive of SWFP in your entity?  

• Do they participate in the process? 

• Who champions the workforce planning process in the organisation?  

• Are the wider management group involved in the SWFP process? 

• How is the wider workforce engaged in the process? 

• Is SWFP valued in the organisation? 

 

• When planning/conducting a SWFP project, is a Project Charter or similar governance 

document prepared? 

• Is a formal Committee or Grouping established to oversee the SWFP project’s progress 

across its lifecycle? 

• What is the typical duration of the project to create a workforce plan? 

• What is the typical timeframe allocated to the implementation of the plan? 

• How are the draft and final plans created, reviewed and approved? 

 

 

People 

Questions 

• Describe the resources deployed to undertake SWFP within the organisation. 

• How are these resources selected? 

• How are these resources organised? 

• Are roles and responsibilities allocated and documented? 

• To whom do these resources report with regard to the project?  

• Are all of the required resources/skill sets available internally? 

• Do the resources deployed access support from their colleagues outside of the SWFP 

project? 

 

• In developing the workforce plan, which internal stakeholders are engaged and for what 

purpose?  

• Is there engagement with external stakeholders, and if so, for what purpose?  

• When engaging with internal or external stakeholders how is SWFP described? 

• How are the goals and progress of the SWFP project communicated to management 

and the wider organisation? 

• Would the entire workforce be aware of the SWFP project? 

• How does communication during the planning phase differ from that during the 

subsequent implementation phase?  
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Approach and methodology 

Questions 

• Describe the current approach to conducting a SWFP process.  

• How are lessons learned from prior projects reflected in the conduct of subsequent 

projects? 

• In conducting the project, do you use standard templates/documents? 

• How are the outputs of the project reviewed and approved? 

• Describe the current approach to segmenting the workforce within the SWFP process. 

• Describe the current approach to identifying and understanding future: 

o workforce demand within the organisation; 

o external workforce demand forces which may impact the organisation; 

o workforce supply challenges within the organisation; and 

o external workforce supply forces which may impact the organisation. 

• How is the analysis of gaps arising between supply and demand approached?  

• Describe the process around developing the draft and final workforce plan.  

• Are the workforce planning and implementation activities treated as phases inside one 

project? 

• Are post process reviews conducted to capture lessons learned? 

 

• Is there a current annual business plan (and related budget) for the organisation?  

• How does the workforce planning process interact with these wider organisational 

processes?  

• Is the organisational design or structure considered as part of the workforce planning 

project?  

• Does workforce planning form part of the ongoing business and financial planning 

processes? 

 

• How does the technology deployed by the organisation support the SWFP process? 

• Have specific investments been made in technology to underpin the SWFP process? 

• Are there investments planned or sought to support the SWFP process? 

 

Impact and outcome measurement 

Questions 

• How frequently is the workforce plan referred to following its completion/approval? 

• Who is responsible for implementing the plan and the actions therein?  

• Is the progress of implementation of the plan actively monitored? 

• Is there a reporting regime with respect to the implementation of the plan? Does this 

reporting regime feature internal/external stakeholders (e.g. Parent Departments) or 

both?   

• How are changes to the plan considered and approved? 

• Are project reviews conducted during or post the implementation? 

 

• Beyond the plan itself, what are the indirect benefits/impacts arising from the conduct of 

the SWFP process? 

• Has a survey of the workforce been undertaken to ascertain views re the SWFP 

process?  

 


