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Background to this research

Dublin City Council employs in excess of 2,000 General Operative staff who carry out a broad range of duties delivering services to the citizens of Dublin.  General Operative staff work in a wide range of functions across the organisation performing roles such as maintaining our City parks and housing complexes and keeping the City clean through operating waste collection services, providing recycling facilities and acting as litter wardens.  In providing continuous improvements in levels of service delivery driven by recent modernisation programmes such as Better Local Government the role of the General Operative is changing.   A number of specialist General Operative roles have been identified and filled, for example Pool/Leisure Attendants, Hostel Attendants and Litter Wardens.

Large numbers of temporary General Operative staff are employed on a seasonal basis, a percentage of these, following satisfactory service, are retained on a permanent basis to fill vacancies as they arise.

For the vast majority of General Operative positions there is no specific educational qualification required, what is sought is a good standard of education.  The educational attainment of General Operative staff would vary widely from little formal education through to third level qualifications.

Vacancies for General Operative staff are not advertised in the National newspapers.  Applicants’ names come from two sources, either from lists held by the Trade Unions (IMPACT and SIPTU) or through unsolicited applications.  Selection methods currently involve submitting an application form and successfully completing a competency based interview.

Recent changes in working conditions for General Operative staff were shaped by equality legislation, the emerging role of I.T and the increased awareness of health & safety practices and procedures.  To work as a General Operative you must have successfully passed a “Safe Pass Training” course.  This training is provided to all General Operatives following recruitment.

Dublin City Council identified the need to conduct a competency framework job analysis on the grade of General Operative in the light of the changing role and the changing work environment.  This action was agreed at the outset of our involvement in the “Equal at Work” project.  It was also agreed to work jointly with South Dublin Public Sector Site and to contract the Local Appointments Commission to work with us to conduct this important piece of research.

Executive Summary 

This report presents the findings of a review of the General Operative Role within Dublin City Council. The review was carried out as part of the EQUAL Initiative, which seeks to identify and address fundamental forms of inequality in the marketplace. As part of the commitment to this initiative, Dublin City Council initiated the review of potential barriers to equal access in the workplace for two entry-level grades within the Council; the Clerical Officer grade and the General Operative role. This report summarises the General Operative analysis that was carried out by a team from the Office of the Civil Service and Local Appointments Commissioners with support from Dublin City Council. 

The primary objective of the review was to carry out analysis of the General Operative role within Dublin City Council and to identify the essential competencies required for effective performance at this level. This will enable the EQUAL partners to make informed decisions to ensure that there is equal access to the role. The report also includes some of the broader issues in relation to selection for the role that emerged during discussions with the General Operatives, as well as other comments and observations that were made.
This report provides a background to the review, an overview of the approach taken to analyse the General Operative role, the resulting competency framework and some comments and themes generated during the interviews with General Operatives and their managers. 

In total, 42 General Operatives were consulted during the course of the job analysis. In addition, 10 Line Managers were consulted to obtain their views. Following the initial information gathering sessions, a draft competency framework was developed and then subjected to a review by a number of relevant parties.

The resultant General Operatives Competency Framework has 6 individual competencies common to all General Operatives within Dublin City Council:

· Awareness of Health & Safety

· Motivation and Interest

· Teamwork

· Dealing with Customers

· Initiative & Problem Solving

· Openness to Learning

In addition, there were a number of differing skills that are that are required for specific General Operative roles within Dublin City Council. The two broad categories of General Operatives that emerged from the analysis are:

· General Operatives roles that require physical activity/ mobility

· Non-physical General Operative roles
This report identifies a range of issues relevant to the recruitment of General Operatives and  provides a solid platform, based on a comprehensive analysis of the key skills and qualities associated with effective performance at the General Operative level, to inform possible improvements to General Operative selection systems 

As a follow-on from this report, the next stage of this project is a review of the competencies by a number of relevant parties. A commitment was given to the General Operatives involved in the original Focus Groups that they would be involved in this review stage. Line managers and other General Operatives may be included in this stage, along with HR staff and relevant parties. Following this consultation, the framework may be revised and finalised in light of the valuable feedback received. 

Introduction & Overview of the Equal Project

This report presents the findings of a review of the General Operative role that was commissioned by Dublin City Council and was carried out by a team from the Office of the Civil Service & Local Appointments Commissioners (OCSLAC) working with support from Dublin City Council. 

This report provides an overview of the approach taken to analyse the General Operative role, the resulting competency framework as well as some of the comments and themes that emerged from the discussions with the General Operatives and their managers.

Objectives of the Project 

The primary objective of this project was to carry out a job analysis of the General Operative role within Dublin City Council within the context of the EQUAL project. An underlying principle of this project was the involvement of individuals at General Operative level to ensure that their views of the role were gathered. This is in line with a Best Practice approach to Job Analysis. Line Managers were also interviewed to determine their perspective on the role. A number of ‘Future Focus’ interviews were carried out with Middle and Senior Management. The purpose of these interviews was to determine any potential changes to the role in the next 3-5 years. Further information on the techniques used is available in Appendix A. 

The aims of this project were to:

· Gather objective information on the tasks and objectives of the General Operative Role

· Draw up a competency model of the key skills and attributes required for effective performance in the role

· Outline potential issues around current recruitment practices

The Approach

In line with the aims of the EQUAL project, a strong emphasis was placed on a partnership approach throughout this process. A number of meetings were held with Dublin City Council prior to the commencement of the analysis. The key objectives of these meetings were to ensure that OCSLAC were aware of the requirements of this project, that the numbers being interviewed ensured a broadly representative sample and to agree on the information that would be circulated within Dublin City Council so all attendees were aware of the Equal Project and the purpose of the Focus Groups/ meetings. 

A Project Team from the Office of the Civil Service and Local Appointments Commissioners (OCSLAC) carried out the analysis.  The members of the Team were Áine Gray, Senior Psychologist and Aoife Lyons, Psychologist. Jane Hussey from Dublin City Council acted as a co-ordinator for the project, communicating with General Operatives and their managers and scheduling the interviews and Focus Groups. 

The job analysis project commenced on the 11th August and the data gathering was completed on the 22nd August 2003. This report is a summary of the information gathered during that period. 

The central part of the analysis of the General Operative role involved in-depth interviews and / or focus groups with:

· a representative sample of serving General Operatives, focusing on what they saw as the key skills and qualities required to do their jobs effectively;

· a number of line managers, focusing on what skills and qualities they associate with effective performance at the General Operative level, as well as looking at some of the future challenges facing the Dublin City Council and General Operatives; 

· a number of senior and middle managers with a view to identifying what they saw as the key skills and qualities associated with General Operatives and potential changes to the role;

General Operative Interviews
Given the diversity of the General Operative role, one of the key steps was identifying and consulting with an extensive range of General Operatives across the Dublin City Council. A wide range of General Operative roles, apart from Cleaning who were unavailable to take part in the study, were included in the analysis.  The predominant method of gathering information was Focus Groups carried out with General Operatives. Where possible, these Focus Groups were carried out in the GO’s place of work i.e. a number of depots across the city. This approach was favoured as it minimised disruption of the services supplied by General Operatives in Dublin City Council and provided a less formal forum to encourage the General Operatives to be a relaxed and open as possible. 

The areas from which General Operatives were interviewed were:

· Planning

· Road Maintenance

· Drainage

· Waterworks

· Parks

· Electrical Services and Public Lighting

· Waste Management 

· Hostels

· Housing Maintenance

· Mechanical

· Pools/ Sport-halls

· Dublin Fire Brigade

· Plant Operators

A total of forty General Operatives were interviewed or took part in Focus Groups. An additional two Operatives were interviewed by a representative of the EQUAL initiative, as due to time constraints, they did not take part in the initial analysis. Within the groups there were significant efforts made to ensure there was a representative sample. A number of General Operatives also filled in a structured Questionnaire, the Work Profiling System, to ensure that all the information on the physical requirements of the job was captured. Repertory grid interviews were carried out with 10 line managers to gain a different perspective on the General Operative Role. Additional information on this technique is available in Appendix A. 

A number of criteria were followed to ensure that the sampling frame was representative of the breadth and depth of the General Operative role. The key criteria informing the make-up of the sample included:

· Type of Role; to ensure a thorough analysis of the GO role, it was essential that the many diverse roles of the GO’s were represented in the review

· Location; In situations where GO’s are working in several different locations around the city, efforts were made to ensure that representatives from different areas were involved in the same group so comparisons could be made by the General Operatives themselves

· Length of time in service; General Operatives relatively new to Dublin City Council as well as those with significant time in service took part in the Focus Groups

· Gender; Three women took part in the review. Although that number appears small, it is relatively representative of the make up of the broader GO group

· Ethnic Background; efforts were made to include as many participants as possible from different ethnic backgrounds in the analysis and two General Operatives from ethnic minorities took part

· Disability; efforts were made to include as many participants as possible with a disability to ensure a broad sample within the Focus Groups and one person with a physical disability was included in the analysis.

Issues around selection

The General Operative grade is an entry-level grade within Dublin City Council and is a critical post in terms of ensuring quality service delivery to the public. Given the importance of the General Operative role and the responsibilities associated with it, it is critical that barriers to selection and recruitment are examined and tested to ensure that people with the ability to carry out the job effectively have a fair chance of being recruited.

Breakdown of the General Operative Role

A striking feature of the review is the sheer diversity of the General Operative role. The context of the role can vary significantly from post to post; there are 13 areas in which General Operatives work. Despite the significant differences in the role, the analysis determined that there is a large degree of commonality in the requirements of people entering this position. However, the General Operative role may be broken down into two broad areas: 

· Roles that require physical activity/ mobility 
· Non-physical Roles
During the analysis it was apparent that there were individual requirements within the General Operative role of those working in Dublin City Council’s Hostels. However, due to forthcoming changes in the staff structure, it is impossible to assign the role to a separate category, as the changes may negate the need for this. General Operatives working in the Swimming Pools also have slightly different requirements, in that a Life Saving Qualification is required, which has implications for recruitment procedures.

Many of the General Operative roles require very different skills and abilities. As stated above, there are two broad divisions of General Operative in Dublin City Council; those who have to perform physical work and those that do not. In addition to the six standard competencies, there are additional requirements relevant to some General Operatives roles outlined below: 

· A significant proportion of General Operative’s need to have good levels of physical fitness and mobility to effectively carry out their jobs. Currently, there are instances where people do not have the physical ability and other team members have to “carry” these people. This leads to a situation where a team is expected to carry out the same level of work with fewer working members. There may be scope for using a physical exam/screening for applicants to this area to determine if they have the required abilities. 

· There are specific qualifications required for the Swimming Pool General Operatives. A life-saving qualification is essential and this has implications for the recruitment procedure. 

Careful thought must be given by Dublin City Council on how these issues are addressed. If a “streaming” approach is used, whereby different techniques are used to assess the competencies required for the different roles, the degree to which there is flexibility of movement between these areas must be considered. 

 Current Recruitment of General Operatives
There are a number of different perceptions around the involvement of Unions in the current General Operative recruitment process. There is a potential concern that this practice may limit the number of people aware of the available jobs, applying for the jobs and therefore ultimately impact on talent available and effect the diversity of the applicant pool. 

A suggestion made by some of the participants in the Focus Groups was that General Operatives be involved in the recruitment interviews, as they have significant knowledge around the requirements of the role and therefore would be in a strong position to determine if applicants would meet the criteria required. 

Within the General Operative role, there are some people who may have the ability to carry out their work but do not have the motivation to do so. These people must be carried by their colleagues and lead to significant tension and frustration amongst some work crews. The exploration of the motivation of people applying for the position of General Operative is critical to ensure that those selected have enthusiasm for the role and will carry it out to the best of their abilities. 

A number of individuals expressed concerns about the starting salary within their section and the quality of applicants that would be attracted at current pay levels. 

Assignment of General Operatives 

Reviewing the process used to allocate applicants to different General Operative roles may also bring some benefits. Presently there is no system in place whereby applicants can express a preference for working within a particular area which may have a negative impact on the motivation of individuals. The impact of this is that candidates may be assigned to areas where their particular skills or interests may not be fully utilised. An example is Parks, where an interest in gardening and the outdoors is seen as very important, and the allocation of people who are willing to work shift work to areas where this is required.

Good levels of literacy are required for the majority of General Operative’s who are not carrying out physical work. In addition to reading, writing and numerical skills, there are some situations where the ability to use a PC is essential. These differences may need to be examined when looking at the placement of General Operatives within Dublin City Council.

Issues raised by General Operatives

Throughout the discussions held with General Operatives and their managers, a number of themes and areas for concern were raised. The project team undertook to raise these and the principal issues are stated below:

· There were some concerns expressed over the level of communication between Head Office and people within the depots. It was felt that this could be improved upon.

· Some individuals expressed concerns about the reduction in the amount of overtime given. Overtime was seen as necessary to make a basic wage – not a luxury.

· Drug and Alcohol abuse was highlighted as a very important issue and one which has a serious impact on General Operatives working in some sectors within Dublin City Council. There were some perceived differences as to how the policy around Drugs and Alcohol is implemented within different sections. In terms of future recruitment into the General Operative role in Dublin City Council, screening of applicants may be useful to help alleviate this problem.    

· A number of individuals expressed concerns about the access to Clerical Officer roles by General Operatives. A competition had been run previously, but many interviewees felt that they had little chance to do well in this competition as the feeling amongst some General Operatives was that the places were assigned before the interviews took place at all

· Concerns were expressed over the quality of some of the General Operatives being recruited into Dublin City Council. In some instances this was seen as resulting from the low salary offered in the role. 

Reflections on the Process 

There were significantly different reactions from the groups and individuals interviewed as part of this process. Reactions from the groups interviewed ranged from positive to negative. Due to the short time frames involved in the analysis part of this project, some groups had significantly less notice than others, which led to some confusion and a little resentment on the part of some group members. 

There were a number of concerns raised by some of the groups. Many people had significant issues that they felt had not been addressed, often over a long period of time. As agreed with the groups at the time, a summary of some of these concerns is included in Appendix B of this report. 

However, despite this initial reluctance and scepticism about the project, once the terms of reference had been explained, all Focus Group members and managers became completely involved in the process. It was very clear that a lot of participants had put significant thought and preparation into the exercise and all were willing to share their hopes and concerns around the General Operative role. There was a positive reaction to being consulted and involved and participants wanted to see results. 

Next Steps

As a follow-on from this report, the next stage of this project is a review of the competencies by a number of relevant parties. A commitment was given to the General Operatives involved in the original Focus Groups that they would be involved in this review stage. Line managers and other General Operatives may be included in this stage, along with HR staff and relevant parties. This is to ensure that there are no gaps in the information gathered and that the language used is appropriate and accurate in the context of the General Operative role. Following this consultation, the framework may be revised and finalised in light of the valuable feedback received. 

Overview of the General Operative Framework

This section gives an overview of the key output (i.e. the competencies that are associated with effective performance) based on the analysis of General Operative roles across the Dublin City Council.  The competencies have been developed on the basis of all of the information gathered from all of the different sources. 
	General Operative Competency Framework


	
	

	Competency Title
	Summary Statement of Competency
	

	Task Oriented
	
	

	Awareness of Health & Safety
	Understands the importance of health and safety in the workplace and follows safety guidelines; is aware of the surrounding environment and can identify potential risks; is alert to possible dangers in situations. Pays due care and attention to both own and others safety. 


	

	Initiative & Problem Solving
	Is willing to take responsibility for solving problems rather than passing the problem on to others; finds different ways to address a situation. Anticipates what is required for the particular job and prepares accordingly. Is willing to use initiative should the need arise. 


	

	Interpersonal Skills
	
	

	Dealing with Customers
	Is friendly and helpful when dealing with members of the public; treats others with respect. Tries to create a positive impression of the organisation with members of the public. Demonstrates good manners and politeness even in potentially difficult situations. Is able to calm down and defuse difficult situations. Is comfortable liasing with people outside the team and the organisation. 


	

	Teamwork
	Gets on well with colleagues and others within the organisation; able to work co-operatively and communicate effectively with others, both inside and outside the organisation. Lends a hand when required; is supportive and helpful to others. 


	

	Personal Qualities
	
	

	Motivation and Interest
	Shows enthusiasm and interest in the job. Has a sense of pride in completing a job well and can be relied on to do their job; can be trusted to work independently and unsupervised. Is willing to listen to and carry out instructions. Will work hard and do a good job whatever the task and in all conditions. Is honest in approach. Is comfortable doing routine work when the need arises. 


	

	Openness to Learning
	Demonstrates a willingness to listen and learn; looks to participate in relevant training – both on the hob and formal training. Picks things up quickly; is willing to try new ways of doing things and evaluates the results. 
	


Implementation

The Competency Framework Steering Committee established to oversee this research has considered and agreed this analysis.  Consultation has commenced with the relevant Managers, Trade Unions and the Local Government Management Services Board.  It is proposed to conduct a Pilot project in May 2004 which would involve implementing this competency framework as a component of the selection process for recruiting seasonal General Operatives.
Appendix A
Information Gathering Methods

A range of data collection methods were used in analysing the General Operative role to ensure that the information gathered was comprehensive. The techniques included:

· Repertory Grid Technique

The Repertory Grid technique was used with the line managers of the General Operatives. The interview was concerned with identifying the important characteristic differences between good and less good performers at the General Operative level.

· Focus Groups

The focus group consisted of a workshop that was structured around a list of pre-determined questions. This is a useful and time efficient means of capturing information from a range of people. This method was used with General Operatives.

· Future Focus Interviews 

A number of interviews were carried out with middle and senior managers within Dublin City Council to ensure that potential changes to the General Operative role were accessed. These interviews also provided some contextual information as to the General Operatives in the overall context of Dublin City Council. 

· Work Profiling System Questionnaire

A number of Questionnaires were administered to General Operatives. These questionnaires, which are computer scored, were administered to ensure that all aspects of the General Operative role were covered. 
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