
those in the public sector to ensure 
that we have the resources and 
people to deal with so many issues 
– especially those in social care.  

As part of my year as PPMA 
President, we will be working 
with colleagues in our sister 
organisation for HR professionals 
in the health services, the HPMA, to 
look at synergies and similar issues 
which we can work together on. 
Recruitment issues are recruitment 
issues, leadership issues are 
leadership issues, and so on. 

We need to share best practice 

and I have meetings set up to 
look at how we work together as 
two professional bodies. I have 
also been asked to speak at the 
HPMA conference which gives us 
a good opportunity to look at how 
local government interacts on the 
ground.  

After our really successful national 
PPMA conference in April, I will also 
be looking at how we can better work 
with the new apprenticeship levy.  
There are still lots of unanswered 
questions and practicalities to sort 
out, including potential nightmare 
procurement exercises, even though 
companies have been successful 
to end up on the skills register to 
administer apprentice programmes.  

We need to find a better way, so 
we can work out where are big 
requirements for skills lies in order 
to link it to longer-term workforce 
planning and priorities. I will be 

F   irstly on behalf of the PPMA 
my thoughts go out to all 
those impacted by the recent 
Manchester and London 

terrorist activities, and separately, 
the victims of the Grenfell Tower 
fire. There is certainly no place 
in society for the former and the 
public services yet again excelled 
themselves defending and treating 
those affected. They also showed a 
tremendous response to the latter. 
Simply put, we have great public 
servants.

As I began writing this we were 
also in the final stages of the 
General Election campaign and we  
were all intently waiting to know 
who will be leading the country 
during these challenging times. 
Of course, we all now know how 
events played out for Theresa May 
and the Conservative Party, but this 
is still a big chance to work with 
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Caroline Nugent, new PPMA President, reveals her to-do list during a period of challenging times for the sector

A time of opportunity

After our really 
successful national PPMA 
conference in April, I will 
also be looking at how we 
can better work with the 
new apprenticeship levy

trying to get those in power to listen 
to the professional views we are 
raising. We all want apprenticeships 
to be successful and we need to find 
easier ways to do this. Enhanced 
partnership working again might be 
needed to ensure we are minimising 
administrative burdens.

Another priority for my year of 
presidency links to the introduction 
of the gender pay gap reporting. We 
know through all the research that 
women are still treated differently 
in certain organisations. Although 
the public sector has a really 
good record for employing women 
and flexible working practices 
encouraging women to remain or 
return to work (the national Back to 
Social Worker campaign is a great 
example of supporting returners 
to work whether female or male) 
we still have to recognise that for 
women to want to take on more 

responsible roles we have to look at 
working practices.  

Only recently I had someone 
tell me how they had faced really 
inappropriate comments because 
she was a young woman. This is 
2017! I want to look at how we 
can empower women to want 
to become senior managers, 
especially with the increasing 
elderly parent issues we face as 
well as childcare issues.

So, I have a busy year ahead but 
hope to end it with at least good in-
roads into these issues.

You can contact me on president@
ppma.org.uk – please keep in touch; 
I’m always keen to hear from you.

Caroline Nugent is 
PPMA President 
and Director of 
HR and OD at 
OneSource
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Tell us your views 
If you have any views about the 
contents of this PPMA Focus 
or ideas for future articles 
– or would like to contribute 
– please email Ashleigh 
Richards at ashleigh.richards@
bristol.gov.uk

PPMA is delighted to announce its Annual 
Excellence in People Management Award 
winners

Commercialisation 
and HR 

Sponsored by Acivico

Winner
North Yorkshire 
County Council

The Role of HR in 
Innovation

Sponsored by 
Osborne Thomas

Winner
greater.jobs and 

Havas People

Transforming 
the Working 
Environment

Sponsored by Trinity 
Mirror

Winner
Southend on Sea 
Borough Council

Visit https://www.ppma.org.uk/events-programmes/
ppma-excellence-in-people-management-awards-2017/
awards-winners-2017/ for full details

Moving into the 21st Century

PPMA colleagues are starting 
to use this work to survey their 
current leadership behaviours, 
develop management development 
programmes and 360 appraisals.

●  Reflects on practice and learns 
from others

●  Thinks creatively about ongoing 
austerity

●  Takes the initiative, acts as a 

municipal entrepreneur
●  Embraces distributed and 

collaborative leadership
●  Needs flexible, supportive 

organisations.

A   t our annual PPMA 
conference in Bristol, 
delegates had the 
opportunity to attend 

workshop sessions on the 21st 
Century Public Servant and the 
21st Century Councillor.

These fascinating topics are 
really exciting for us. We already 
have a number of members who 
are working with outputs of the 
book we launched last year, Walk 
Tall – Being a 21st Century Public 
Servant. Walk Tall defines 10 key 
characteristics of a public servant 
and these apply across all public 
servant organisations and are not 
mutually exclusive. 

This work is based on the 
original University of Birmingham 
(UoB) research which developed 
the 21st Century Public Servant 
concept.

The 21st Century Public 
Servant:
●  Is loyal to their locality
● Works with citizens as equals
●  Has a public service ethos as 

well as commercial awareness
●  Has generic as well as 

professional skills
●  Builds a career across sectors 

and services

Karen Grave reflects 
on the collaborative 
21st Century Public 
Servant and 21st Century 
Councillor projects, and 
looks at the findings so far

Together with the Local 
Government Association (LGA); 
the Society of Local Authority 
Chief Executives (SOLACE), and 
the UoB, the PPMA is currently 
working on helping to accelerate 
and embed 21st Century practice 
across all our public-sector 
organisations through a range 
of tools, programmes, events 
and consultancy support that will 
really make a difference.  

We’ve also started to share this 
great work with colleagues in 
health. So, for example, Sarah 
Messenger (LGA) has shared 
work with NHS Employers 
and I have been talking to our 
Healthcare People Management 
Association colleagues in the 
Midlands since June.

The sister work undertaken by 
the UoB around the 21st Century 
Councillor was also really well 
received at our conference.  
Member development can be a 
sensitive topic for senior officers 
and HR/OD professionals.  
Nevertheless, it’s critical for 
our organisations to work 
collaboratively for the good of 
our citizens. We’ll continue our 
partnership with LGA, SOLACE 
and UoB on this too.  

I look forward to providing a 
further update 
in our next 
supplement.

Karen Grave is 
Vice President 
of the PPMA

An Excellent performance
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Leading from the front

Continuing the theme of 21st Century Public sector leadership, former PPMA 
President Angela O’Connor looks at the keys to being successful at the top

P   ublic sector leaders have 
many challenges and 
opportunities to grapple 
with, but here are six key 

attributes that mark out the best: 

1. Moving beyond professional 
competence 
It is not just extraordinary levels 
of professional and technical 
competence that makes great 
leaders. It is assumed that if people 
work hard, and get incrementally 
better at what they do that is enough. 
But it’s not.

As professionals, we are clear 
about our role. When you step up to 
leadership you are leader first with a 
particular technical and professional 
competence. It’s the added value you 
bring to the organisation through 
your leadership that counts. 

2. Innovation 
There’s recognition that public 
sector challenges require 
completely different approaches. 
This means being comfortable with 
ambiguity and having the ability 
to create the ethos for innovative 
thinking. 

Innovation means that we don’t 
always get it right first time, pushing 
the boundaries will inevitably mean 
that mistakes are made. It’s rare 
that people wake up in the morning 
with the perfect idea. Rather we 
enter an iterative process, trying and 
failing and improving and trying a 
failing and improving again. 

So how do leaders and 
organisations juggle the need to 
be innovative, the need to allow for 
well-intentioned mistakes and the 
requirement to both understand 
and mitigate risks so as to be able 
to safeguard the reputation of the 
organisation? 

Many organisations talk about not 
having a blame culture then look 

for someone to pin things on when 
things go wrong. As leaders, we 
have to move beyond eradicating 
all risks and asking on occasion for 
forgivingness rather than permission. 

It’s complicated: no organisation 
wants to end up on the front pages 
but if we are to encourage and 
inspire different ways of thinking and 
working we will have to confront and 
enter into discussion about these 
challenges.  

  
3. Resilience 
Leaders report that it’s hard to 
constantly juggle their work, have 
a life and decide what not to do. As 
technology allows for 24/7 contact 
we have to become the guardians of 
the way we want to spend our lives. 
Organisations have a responsibility 
to employees and each person 
has a responsibility to themselves 
to maintain and develop their own 
resilience.  

The best leaders manage their 
time proactively which includes 
time to maintain their physical, 
emotional and spiritual health. 
They understand that they can’t do 
everything but they know exactly 
what must be done by them alone. 
Maintaining a balanced and healthy 
lifestyle, doing the things you enjoy, 
loving your work and spending 
time with people you care about is 
essential. 

Resilience is also an organisational 
concept. You can see organisations 
pull together and have honest and 
open discussions when times are 
tough and when times are good. 
Resilience is a muscle that requires 
work.

4. Influence and personal impact 
The way that we work now is rarely 
command and control. Sectoral 
boundaries are reducing and the 
success of your ambitions will be 

realised through your connections 
with partners. The traditional 
hierarchies are not relevant when 
working with partners from other 
sectors. Personal influence and 
impact becomes critically important. 
The understanding of your own 
preferences, ways of working and 
how you impact on others comes to 
the fore. 

We have all worked with people 
who may have been technically 
competent but who were unaware 
of how they impacted on others 
and how this ultimately got in 
the way of the achievement of 
outcomes.  Seeking feedback can 
be valuable as can development 
which identifies how to improve 
communication and connection 
with others. 

5. Credibility and integrity
Working in the public sector means 
that our customers don’t often have 

a choice of provider, they get what we 
give them.  As we are often monopoly 
suppliers we have a professional 
and moral responsibility to provide 
the best possible services in a way 
that works for customers within the 
resources that we have. 

Our governance models are 
becoming more complex. Our roles 
are becoming more nebulous and 
we have to deliver in an increasingly 
visible world where we are judged 
and inspected at every turn.  

Our credibility and our personal 
reputation rests on what we do and 
how we do it. Reputations take years 
to build and moments to destroy. 

As leaders, we understand that 
these are complex issues.

Its vitally important to have the 
opportunity to work with colleagues, 
to build teams and peer groups 
where we can be honest with each 
other as well as talk truth to power 
and be listened to.  

6. Curiosity and a desire to learn 
It’s important that we remain 
curious, that we push the boundaries 
of our knowledge and experience. 
That we take every opportunity to 
learn.

We can do this in so many different 
ways, we can get curious about 
what others are doing and arrange 
organisational raids, we can set up 
networks where none exist. 

Busy people find ways to create 
opportunities to learn because 
without learning there will be no 
more progress for them. 

It is critical that as organisations 
invest in individuals, they also 
choose to invest in 
themselves.

Angela O’Connor 
is the founder 
and CEO of The 
HR Lounge

Improving 
Workplace 

Productivity Through 
Better Work Life 

Balance
Sponsored by Neyber

Winner
oneSource 

Sustainable 
Transformation

Sponsored by 
jobsgopublic

Winner
Southend-on-Sea 
Borough Council

Most Effective 
Partnership

Sponsored by Penna

Winner
Bradford MDC and 

Collingwood Learning 
Solutions Ltd

Best Value for 
Money Recruitment 

Campaign
Sponsored by Guidant 

Group

Winner
jobsgopublic & 

Cambridgeshire 
County Council

Social Media 
Recruitment 

Campaign of the Year
Sponsored by Metro 
& Evening Standard

Winner
North Yorkshire 
County Council

Senior Leadership 
Campaign of the 

Year
Sponsored by The 

Guardian

Winner
TMP Worldwide & 

Crossrail

Best Frontline 
Recruitment 

Campaign Advert
Sponsored by 

Community Care

Winner
jobsgopublic & Bath 

and North East 
Somerset Council

President’s Award 
for Special 

Contribution
Sponsored by the 
Local Government 

Association

Winner
Joanna Ruffle, 

Southend-on-Sea 
Borough Council

Public Sector HRD 
of the Year

Sponsored by
Matrix-scm

Winner
Sue Dunkley, 

Bradford MDC

Peer of the Year
Sponsored by Penna

Winner
Sonia Grewal, 

Swindon Borough 
Council
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W   ith the suffragettes 
playing a key role in 
the 19th and 20th 
centuries, gender 

equality is deeply rooted in history. 
The Local Government Act 1894 
confirmed and extended the 
right to vote to the majority of the 
female population in this country, 
paving the way for the rise of 
women in positions of power or 
leadership. But how far have we 
really progressed in this battle for 
equality? When considering the 
proportion of women in positions 
of power within the UK, has there 
been any change?

At Penna’s ‘Women in Interim’ 
recent networking session, Sophie 
Walker, leader of the Women’s 
Equality Party, provided an 
interesting insight as the speaker. 

The ‘shock’ of Donald Trump 
taking over the reins of one of the 
most powerful countries in the 
world in the recent US election 
(despite increasingly coming 
across less than favourably 
towards women) was the starting 
point of a very passionate and 
thought-provoking debate. One of 
the biggest questions that arose 
was what would be the significance 
of this for women in the US? Does 
this mean that the battle for 
equality, as difficult as it is; has an 
additional obstacle to overcome? 

How do we compare as a nation? 
And, does having a woman in one 
of the most influential positions 
in the country actually make a 
difference?

In a government-backed report 
in 2015, Lord Mervyn Davies stated 
that at least a third of board level 
positions should be occupied by 
women. This specifies that 33% 
of all board level positions should 
be occupied by a group of people 
who reflect just over 50% of the 
country’s population according to 
the 2011 census. 

Is it possible to take account of 
the diversity that can be found in 
the female population within a 
percentage that doesn’t reflect 
the scale of the overall country’s 
population? A consequence of 
this limited representation is 
the creation of TWO hurdles to 
overcome for women of ethnic 
minorities.  

Putting aside representation 
of the population of the country, 

did we actually achieve this 
percentage quota in 2016? The 
research conducted by European 
Women on Boards shows that 
we are falling far behind, not only 
in relation to our own targets 
but also in contrast to other 
European countries, at just 23.2% 
board representation in 2015. 
Comparatively, Norway, Finland, 
France and Sweden all hit above 
30% representation. 

This under-representation in 
positions of power results in the 
creation of an unheard voice and 
a group of people whose needs 
are not being met by institutions 
in the public and private sectors. 
Equality is, and should be, one 
of the cornerstones of modern 
day society and yet this arbitrary 
figure does nothing to uphold or 
strengthen it.

While some would argue that 
Norway’s success is due to the 
fact that there is a legislative 
requirement, this is not the 
case in Sweden or Finland. So 
what are the Nordic countries 
doing differently? Admittedly, 
the legislative prescription has 
added some fuel to the fire, 
nevertheless a major shift in the 
political landscape and proportion 
of women in professional roles has 
played a significant part.

In the UK, just below 30% of the 

House of Commons and 26% of 
the House of Lords are female. 
Breaking this down a little further, 
in the 2015 elections, there were 
1033 female candidates, and of 
these only 191 were elected (just 
under 18.5%). Comparatively, most 
Nordic countries have a significantly 
higher proportion. Sweden has 
the highest representation at 
44.7%. This representation allows 
women’s rights to be heard and 
subsequently enshrined and 
protected in legislation. This can 
be seen in policy where maternity 
leave was replaced by equal 
parental leave which is mandatory 
for both parents.

This research made me think 
about how we work at Penna and 
also compare with the national 
averages. As an organisation, 
we are proud to have one of the 
highest proportions of senior 
female leaders in our industry.  
Our search and interim teams 
work closely with our clients to 
source executives across both 
the public and private sectors. 
Thirty per cent of our working 
interims in the last year are female 
and in 2015, 44% of the senior 
executives we appointed into the 
public sector were female. While 
this is only a microcosm when 
looking at the whole of the country, 
these statistics show that when 

monitoring diversity it is possible 
to be more representative.

Our approach focuses on 
working closely with our clients 
to ensure that we are able to 
maximise diversity throughout the 
recruitment process. We will never 
recommend a single-sex longlist 
and will provide training, coaching 
and advice for recruitment panels 
and selection committees to 
understand and balance the impact 
of unconscious bias throughout the 
recruitment process. With some of 
our clients and their recruitment 
campaigns, we have redesigned 
processes which would have 
inadvertently put off candidates 
from non-traditional backgrounds 
and developed advertising that 
appeals to a wider range of 
potential applicants.

While we have come a long way in 
terms of representation in leadership 
positions, there is still significant 
room to improve. The general 
consensus at our event was that 
more needs to be done to enable 
women to achieve levels of equality 
that reflect the make-up of the 
country’s population.

Anj Popat is 
a Consultant, 
Executive Interim 
at Penna 
anj.popat@penna.com 

Anj Popat reflects on the results of a recent ‘Women in Interim’ session and says there is still room for improvement 
in getting more women into leadership positions, particularly when balanced against population statistics

The search for equality continues

Research shows that we 
are falling far behind, 
not only in relation to 
our own targets but 
also in contrast to other 
European countries
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of our DNA – it is mine. On that 
note, the PPMA Annual Conference 
should be the place to be for all 
HR and OD practitioners and chief 
executives, senior leaders and other 
key influencers.

It’s tempting in financially 
stretched times to question the 
value of this event. Reflecting on 
Bristol, I’m more certain than ever 
that coming to the conference and 
being a member isn’t a ‘nice to 
have’. It’s a strategic imperative for 
all our organisations.

Karen Grave is Vice President of 
the PPMA

Conference 
reflections
Karen Grave looks back at the PPMA’s annual 
conference and gives her highlights of the event

I   t’s a couple of months since we 
held our Annual Conference in 
Bristol. These events are always 
a tonic for weary HR and OD 

practitioners.  It’s our opportunity to 
meet, network, share the challenges 
of our day to day jobs and just as 
importantly it’s our main event for 
thinking about and debating the 
issues to come.

There was plenty of all of that 
and more. We know how to work 
hard but also play hard. The ‘play’ 
was a well-earned gala dinner and 
our opportunity to celebrate the 
Winners and Highly Commended 
in the PPMA Excellence in People 
Management Awards. This year 
we had a more overt emphasis on 
evidencing the longer-term benefit 
of our work. It was inspiring to see 
how well each and every one of our 
entrants did that. But of course, our 
winners demonstrated that magic 
extra ingredient. PPMA is very 
proud of them and we hope their 
organisations are just as proud too.

The conference itself this year was 
a fascinating combination of public 
sector themes (Day 1) and HR & OD 
professional themes (Day 2).  We 
were thrilled this year to have so 
many senior leaders participating 
on Day 1. We had several chief 
executives, directors of adults and 
children’s services and other senior 
leaders – we also had Joe Owens 
from the Institute for Government 
sharing his views on Brexit. 

In addition to Brexit we looked at 
operating models and the small 
issue of health and social care 
Integration! Our guests’ perspective 
on what they need and expect from 
us was so encouraging – we must 
be at the heart of all workforce 
debates.  It was a timely reminder to 
hear how many senior leaders just 
expect us to make sure we are there 
– don’t wait to be invited.

Day 2 was a great mixture of 
conversations about evidencing 
our work, thinking about how 
neuroscience can help us, reflecting 

on leadership in complex times and 
considering the public-sector HR/
OD professional of the future. There 
was certainly food for thought in all 
those discussions.

It’s unfair really to pick out the 
‘best’ or the ‘favourite’ – all our 
speakers were great. But for me 
I will never forget Shokat Lal’s 
session on leadership. Shokat 
spoke with enormous honestly, 
humility and grace about the tragic 
circumstances that occurred in 
Rotherham and the after effects in 
trying to rebuild that organisation 
and rebuild trust within the 
community.  

Many years ago I worked for the 
DfES on a programme at Haringey 
Council. That was post the tragic 
death of Victoria Climbie and pre-
Baby Peter. I know first-hand how 
everyone in an organisation is 
affected by traumatic events like 
this. It is a deeply held burden. In 
my view it should be – and it should 
drive us to do our damnedest 
to ensure events like this never 
happen again.  

My final take away is a comment 
Peter Cheese made in his 
conference opener. He said: ‘Public 
service is about public good’. I 
suspect that sentiment is a part 
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Building learning 
mindsets in 
public services
As technology continues to transform the world of work, 
Nick Heckscher looks at the role of PPMA HR Stars in 
ensuring the public service workforce is ready for what 
lies ahead

Rarely a day goes by without news of digitisation, artificial 
intelligence and virtual reality impacting the workforce. Plenty of 
predictions have been made about the impact this will have on 
the future world of work: more jobs, different jobs, less jobs, even 

no jobs. However, no one knows for sure what the future holds. 
Nonetheless, one thing is clear: businesses and workforces will 

be transformed in the years to come. New skills will grow in 
demand; while others will become extinct. 

As a result, individuals may find that their skills don’t hold 
the same value in five or 10 years’ time. Many skills now have 
an expiry date. Consequently, the defining challenge of our 
time is enabling people to upskill and adapt to this rapidly 
changing world of work. After all, while we cannot slow the rate 
of technological advances, we can invest in employees’ skills to 
increase the resilience of people and organisations.

With this in mind, there’s now a growing awareness that individuals 
who seek learning opportunities will be more employable in the 
long-term. At ManpowerGroup, we call this ‘learnability’ – the desire 
and ability to continue to learn, so that you can remain employable 
throughout your career. 

Learnability is less about what you already know, and more about 
your capacity to learn in the future. It’s about recognising that you’ll 
face new challenges throughout your working life, so you’ll need to you 
grow your skill set and adapt to new circumstances along the way. In 
short, it’s a way for workers to ‘future proof’ themselves – no matter 
who their employer may be and what their future work life holds.

PPMA HR Stars allows people to do just that. It’s a fantastic platform 
that allows emerging HR talent in public services to unleash their full 
potential, through coaching and mentoring opportunities from industry 
leaders. 

It takes them out of their daily roles and, most importantly, out of their 
comfort zone. It gives them the chance to showcase their big ideas for the 
future of public services, and cement their place as a future HR leader 
in public services. And, critically, it allows them to develop 
their skills and abilities, boosting their confidence and 
self-awareness at the same time.

Participating in a programme like this 
demonstrates a real commitment to self-
improvement. Our participants are not standing 
still, waiting for the world to change around 
them – they’re harnessing opportunities 
to grow and develop as HR professionals, 
so they’re better equipped to deliver in 
the future world of work. It’s critical that 
business leaders support this mindset and 
nurture the learnability of their workforce 
– for the benefit of workers themselves, 
and the public sector as a whole. 

If you know someone who would 
benefit from the opportunity to nurture 
their learnability, we’d love to hear 
from them. HR Star 2018 will open for 
entries soon. In the meantime, for 
more information on the importance 
of nurturing workforce learnability, 
please visit manpowergroup.co.uk/
learnability.

Nick 
Heckscher is 
Operations 
Director at 
Manpower



wallis@Centralbedfordshire.gov.uk 

Matthew Wallis is HR 
Project Support Officer 
at Central Bedfordshire 
Council and PPMA 
Apprentice of the Year 2016
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A fresh chance to bridge the disability gap
Matthew Wallis says we should all be looking for new ways of promoting apprenticeships for the disabled 

I am usually merely the person who brings this PPMA Focus supplement together, however for this edition I am taking the opportunity to review my year since being crowned (quite literally) as the Rising Star 2016 winner. 
There is never a dull day as a Rising Star – the learning opportunities have been endless and I am truly thankful for the chance that was presented to me by my senior leadership team in Bristol (it took a while for them to assure me they hadn’t made a mistake and genuinely wanted me to apply!).  The Rising Star programme was one of the most interesting and enjoyably tense experiences I have ever encountered. It consisted of various tasks, from group activities some of which included creating a television advert in groups, to dealing with difficult conversations, mindfulness and presenting our business cases to all attendees. I had the pleasure of spending two days with other like-minded professionals who were passionate and dedicated to HR and the public sector. The confidence that was gained by every individual in those two days was remarkable and we all came away with a real sense of accomplishment and an eagerness to showcase our newly acquired skills to our colleagues back in our organisations. The team and sponsors have 

created an enjoyable but challenging programme of events for developing HR professionals and I cannot fully describe how valuable the experience has been for me.
As a result of the programme I have felt able to present confidently to large audiences; been asked to work on new projects, and have spent the last year shadowing Sue Evans, outgoing PPMA President, during her many tasks. Visiting her at Warwickshire CC has given me an understanding of how similar organisations can run and what fantastic work they are doing. I like to think both organisations have benefitted from this relationship through the sharing of ideas around best practice.

People have asked me ‘what’s next?’ I must admit I still do not know exactly what the future holds. I started my career as a 17-year-old apprentice with the local authority, and didn’t appreciate how diverse Bristol City Council is and what a fantastic organisation it is to work for. I must admit I almost fell in to the HR profession, however it didn’t take a lot of convincing to confirm this was an area in which I would like to progress my career. I am currently studying a CIPD HR Level 5 qualification and am enjoying the course and the exposure it gives me to areas of HR I am yet to experience. What I can say though, is that this competition has allowed me to think further than I ever thought I could and I can’t thank those involved enough for the confidence I have gained. I now know that my future lies firmly in the HR profession.
Through my experience with the PPMA I feel that I have a greater understanding of how important the HR profession is to the future of an organisation. I have been welcomed with open arms in to a network of professionals who are passionate, committed and want to make a difference within the public sector.
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A s someone who has undertaken a HR apprenticeship within local government and who has a moderate to severe hearing impairment, I only have the highest of praise for apprenticeships for people with disabilities. My apprenticeship allowed me to gain invaluable experience in a new field of expertise, while adapting to the world of work, which can be challenging for anybody, let alone for someone with a disability. The confidence I gained from interacting with new people and learning new skills cannot be underestimated, as this heavily remains with me today. After completing my GCSEs and moving swiftly into AS levels in 2015, I found myself longing to get into the world of work. Unfortunately, the careers advice I received at school was aimed mainly at students who wanted to carry onto university after completing A levels. Subsequently, at school I started to become dispassionate about my courses and more interested in searching 

for an alternative to school. One day, I stumbled across an advert on a job site for a HR apprenticeship at Central Bedfordshire Council. I had previously been a member of the council’s Youth Parliament and had a keen interest in employment law, so then – in the heat of the moment – I decided to apply. After progressing through the shortlisting stage, I started to question whether I would be able to adapt to this new working environment. 
At school I had support for my hearing impairment, so I was nervous about the prospect of not being able to access the same kind of help. Through careful searching on the internet, I began to realise that there was little information available to guide disabled apprentices when starting employment – which made me even more apprehensive. When I finally started my apprenticeship, I noticed that my line manager and the HR department didn’t have all the 

answers to help  support me – however we found a clear way forward by talking about my disability openly and trying out different kinds of adjustments. My colleagues were also keen to help in any way they could, which put me at ease and allowed me to focus on completing my apprenticeship. 

In 2015/16, 443,000 apprenticeships were started by learners without any learning 

difficulty or disability. By contrast, only 50,000 new apprentices were people with a disability. The business benefits of employing disabled people are vast. We bring additional skills to workforces such as innovation, problem solving and most importantly, determination. When you also take into account unemployment rates for disabled people, which stands at 3.4 million, apprenticeships can be at the forefront of helping bridge this unemployment gap.  
So, how can you make an apprenticeship accessible for a disabled apprentice? Almost any apprenticeships can be made accessible given the right support. Line managers can gain support from HR and the various national 

services available (eg Access to Work). 
There are also various support services that exist to promote the business benefits of employing disabled people and how to make sure apprenticeships are accessible. An example of a service who could help is your local Job Centre Plus, who can advise you about recruitment practices that open up jobs to disabled people and provide information about making reasonable adjustments.I am always eager to promote the benefits of employing more disabled people within local government and would challenge you to check that your apprenticeships are as accessible as possible – could you be doing more to support applicants or hiring managers?

Matthew Wallis, PPMA Apprentice of the Year, wonders if apprenticeships are the way forward for people with disabilities who still want a route into work

Ready, willing 
and able

Star power
Ashleigh Richards looks back at a year in which she was crowned PPMA Rising Star and reveals how it has proved a positive step in her developing HR career
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workforces such as 
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In response to some interesting feedback 
I received from my last PPMA article, 
‘Ready, willing and able’, I wanted to talk 
a bit more about my vision for the future 

of accessible apprenticeships for people with 
disabilities. 

At the moment, 3.4 million disabled people 
are out of work and I strongly believe that 
apprenticeships could be the key to helping 
bridge this gap. With this many people out 
of work, public sector organisations are 
potentially missing out on the chance to 
employ talented members of our community. 

Empathy, problem solving and innovation 
are some key skills that many disabled 
apprentices would bring to your workforce 
due to the challenges faced in their daily 
lives. It’s important to 
remember that it is 
never too late to start 
an apprenticeship, 
therefore disabled 
people who are 
looking to get back 
into work can use 
apprenticeships as a 
great way of upskilling 
themselves 

As public sector 
organisations, we 
have the perfect 
opportunity to 
help promote 
apprenticeships for 
disabled people, as 
many of our service 
users will have some 
form of disability. 
Whether you work 
in a local authority, 
the NHS or another 
public-sector body, it is likely that our staff 
will be helping disabled people make crucial 
life choices. Therefore to help support, we 
need to make sure our staff understand what 
apprenticeships are, the benefits they bring 
and how people with disabilities can access 
extra support. 

In the future, I also believe that HR should 
be collaborating with different services to 
help promote the apprenticeships they have 
on offer. For example, many local authorities 
have a duty to help support disabled people 

gain employment, however I fear as HR 
departments we are not making this positive  
link as of yet. 

By working alongside these services, we 
could be using the opportunity to help build 
our workforce while helping to ensure our 
disabled population are not unemployed and 
have the right skills to work. Therefore, if you 
are committed to making apprenticeships 
accessible, start by identifying what different 
services you offer that support disabled 
people gain employment and find out what 
information they are likely to receive from 
that service. If they aren’t being directed 
towards the apprenticeships that you offer as 
a public-sector organisation, you may need 
to discover why this is the case. 

In the future, an accessible 
apprenticeship 
will be open 
to anyone 
regardless of 
whether you 
have a disability. 
There are many 
obstacles to 
overcome to 
reach this vision 
though. In order 
to achieve this, we 
need to change 
the mind-sets of 
employers and 
the apprentices 
t h e m s e l v e s . 
According to a 
recent survey 
conducted by the 
Multiple Sclerosis 
Society, only 34% 
of people who 

work in the private sector think 
their workplace welcomes disabled people, 
compared to more than 55% of those in the 
public sector. This is good news for the public 
sector however there is still much more we 
can do in order to entice disabled people to 
undertake apprenticeships. 

As part of a future piece of work, I am 
looking to create a range of case studies of 
disabled apprentices across the public sector. 
These case studies will help showcase the 
benefits of apprenticeships and how they can 

help disabled people achieve great things. I 
am always eager to promote apprenticeships 
for disabled people and would challenge you 
to check that your apprenticeships are as 
accessible as possible. 

If you do have any suggestions, ideas or 
comments, feel free to contact me at matthew.
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T   he world is moving at pace 
and change is now the 
constant and the inevitable. 
In order to avoid standing 

still organisations in the public 
sector need to be ‘on their game’ 
when it comes to hiring talent 
with digital and tech skills. This 
is equally true for the private 
sector but the ability to adapt and 
take action appears much more 
advanced here.

Generally the public sector finds it 
hard to attract this talent – but why? 

Here are some reasons:
1.  A reliance on too many ‘generalists’ 

to carry out specialist roles
2.  Not using data and collective 

knowledge to pool resources, 
workforce plan and recruitment 
forecast, analyse and use data  to 
help drive programmes/initiatives 
and innovation

3.  Recruitment processes are often 
out of date and clunky which 
turning candidates off before they 
are engaged

4.  Rigid pay bandings and inflexibility 
around work location

5.  Not creating the right targeted 
Employer Value Proposition (EVP) 
or one at all

6.  Not looking at multi-channel 
recruitment methodologies

7.  Sticking to traditional roles in the 
organisation chart, ie IT director 
or head of IT

There is good news though! The 
public sector (central government, 
local government, health, not-for-
profit and wider) is putting on some 

really interesting and large scale 
technology-led programmes. The 
need for transformation is paramount 
to creating more fit for purpose, 
technology led, customer centric 
services for the end user.

A few local authorities are already 
working in partnership with local 
constabularies and the health 
service to use data and analytics to 
have a ‘single view’ of a person in 
their community. This is no easy task 
and having people with the right skill 
set is a priority to making this work. 
The Government Digital Service 
(GDS) have been implementing one 

of the largest digital transformation 
programmes in Europe. These 
require suitable investment, not 
just in the technology but in the 
right people to build it and run it 
successfully.

So what are some of the options 
and actions the public sector could 
take:
1. One way of recruiting and 
managing talent doesn’t always 
work. 
For example, McDonalds has been 
launching new digital products 
over the past 12-18 months. They 
decided to hire and build their own 

digital team. However, they needed 
to change their mindset around 
recruitment, location and retention. 
The candidate wouldn’t respond to 
a traditional advert so they looked 
to social media, forums and events 
to get a targeted message out. They 
set up a new location in Shoreditch 
to attract candidates from other tech 
organisations in the area and they 
had to come to terms with the idea 
that these candidates once hired 
might not stick around for more 
than two to five years.
2. The use of a flexible workforce. 
Some of the work will be project 

based or time limited so hire 
contractors and interim managers 
rather than always thinking 
permanent recruitment.
3. Use internal, cross organisation 
and supplier data to hone the 
recruitment methodologies to 
learn and innovate.
4. If something is exciting shout 
about it. 
Create a special EVP for that project 
or recruitment campaign that will 
excite its audience so they want to 
know more.
5. Have the right people in the right 
roles. 
This includes those with the 
experience and skill set to lead 
digital and technology change – ie, 
chief technology officer, chief digital 
officer, developers, programmers, 
app developers etc.
6. Use social media, forums 
and events to attract relevant 
candidates. 
7. It’s ok to ask for help. 
Seek advice, use specialist partners to 
ensure a greater chance of success.

Public sector recruitment needs 
to keep pace with and utilise for 
the benefit of its residents the 
technology that’s available now and 
in the future.

Charles Wilson is 
Practice Director 
for Executive 
Recruitment, 
Private Sector at 
Penna.
www.penna.com

Charles Wilson says that embracing technology-led, customer-centric 
services is vital to the public sector’s progression

Plugging into the Digital Age


