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35%

Blackadder Associates are specialists in local government, providing a broad range of general consultancy services to 
Councils across Australia.

One of our key differences is that we know local government and we are passionate about it. Our key staff and all of 
our Associates have served in Executive positions in local government, including well over 200 years CEO/GM experience 
– and they have a deep commitment to delivering quality outcomes. We always seek to bring fresh and innovative ideas; 
professional, independent advice; and smart, practical solutions. 

About Blackadder Associates

In NSW alone, 35% of  
high level roles in local 

government were 
recruited by 

Blackadder Associates
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We work hard to help Councils and their staff.

Due to our extensive local government recruiting experience we have been invited to make comments on the current 
situation with recruitment in local government.

In 2020 Blackadder Associates recruited 35% of executive recruitment within New South Wales. We also recruited 
executive and management positions in Queensland, Tasmania and the Northern Territory.

Square pegs in square holes – matching a vacancy with the right applicant, whilst generating an enhancement of 
the Councils reputation and leaving a very positive impression with all candidates – that’s our recruitment goal.

About Blackadder Associates
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The following summarises our key observations – we hope 
they are of beneficial interest.

Three current trends 

First, we are finding more and more Councils are looking 
for external recruitment assistance – whether for executive 
roles or professional positions. When trying to understand 
this, we believe there are three principal reasons:

•  The capacity and resourcing of very busy HR sections 
may be stretched. Spending quality time seeking suitable 
candidates for roles is time-consuming and can be 
treated as a one-off expenditure for the Council, often 
funded by savings whilst the position being recruited is 
vacant. External recruiters will spend a lot of time out of 
hours chasing suitable candidates and providing a very 
professional service on behalf of Council.

•  Giving this task to a recruitment firm dedicated to both 
the client Council and potential applicants means their 
reputation depends on doing a great job for both, and 
hence the Council’s reputation is also enhanced. We 
have had unsuccessful candidates who have said to us 
that they were so impressed by the process that they are 
more motivated to want to work at that Council.

•  An experienced recruitment firm has an extensive 
database of candidates that might be suited to a role 
and they can follow up directly with these individuals to 
attain their interest. They do not rely only on responses 
to advertisements.

Second, one of the most significant trends we have 
observed in our recruiting assignments over recent years is 
the move away from the city to the regional and rural areas. 
Interestingly, this trend started before Covid – suggesting 
the busy lifestyle in the city is wearing a little thin and 
families are looking to relocate to a lifestyle that might be 
better for their partners and children. This emerged even 
more in 2020 with the impact of the pandemic. There is 
much research confirming this trend. 

Three current trends

1
Increased use of external recruiters to 
relieve HR workload and further enhance 
Council reputation. 2

Families are looking to relocate to a 
lifestyle that might be better for their 
partners and children.
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Perhaps as a subset of the impact of Covid, we are hearing 
from potential candidates that they “want to get into local 
government”. Some of the reasons for this include - local 
government is seen as safe and secure employment; local 
government has comparatively good working conditions, 
including (depending on the position and Council policies) 
flexible working hours, contributing to relocating expenses, 
providing assistance with short-term or longer 
accommodation, provision of vehicles for private use, and 
proactive assistance to professional development. In local 
government you also have the ability to move around within 
Council or into other Councils.

All of this then leads to another observation – we are 
seeing more and better-qualified candidates competing for 
roles – and it then makes it even harder to break into local 
government, especially in well sought-after locations. 
However, we are also seeing a trend starting to re-emerge 
towards some professions being enticed away from local 
government - particularly in harder to get specialist 
professions, such as town planning and engineering.

And finally, a long overdue benefit of the pandemic is our 
greater use of technology – Zoom, Teams, Blue Jeans, etc. 
Video conferencing for pre-recruitment workshops, 
shortlisting, interviews and selection has become the 
“norm” in Covid times and we expect this trend to 
continue to a large extent. Whilst it’s at Councils 
discretion to have either a face-to-face or video 
conferencing interview, we have found that Councils are 
becoming more comfortable in recruiting based on the 
technology interview face-to-face interview. 

We expect to see a greater and continuing use of 
technology for interviews – and it means those who might 
not apply due to the tyranny of distance will be encouraged 
to apply if the first interview is by video conferencing. For 
the Council, it will mean less cost in reimbursing travel and 
accommodation expenses. 

A caution - it is important to keep a level playing field – if 
one applicant is being interviewed using technology then 
they all should be, including internals. 

Three current trends

3 We expect to see a greater and continuing 
use of technology for interviews
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Key components of the recruitment process

Advertising 

One of the most important, and often overlooked, areas of 
recruitment is advertising. 

There is a definite trend away from newspaper advertising 
– due to the high cost and the fact that most applicants 
now pick up the vacancies through other regularly visited 
channels such as social media, local government-specific 
publications, LinkedIn, etc.

Communicating the right message in an advertisement is 
so important. It starts with the position title – it should 
immediately grab the attention of a prospective candidate 
and it should accurately reflect the key responsibilities of 
the role. We sometimes find that innovative titles are great, 
but they don’t resonate out in the job’s marketplace. In this 
instance, we recommend a heading that accurately reflects 
the role, but reference to the innovative title elsewhere in 
the advertisement. And job titles are regarded by many as 
status symbols – and career progression can depend on 
occupying the right role title.

We regularly hear from applicants that they are interested 
in a role due to the advertisement or the job title appealing 
to them – particularly those who may not even be in the 
market for a job. 

The position title is important – potential 
candidates express interest in a role when the 
advertisement or the job title appeals to them.

Advertising does work, or at least the right advertising does.

The Interview

The basics are really important. Having the right venue, 
having water available (or checking if the candidate has 
water at the start of an interview), ensuring the interview 
process is clearly outlined to each candidate both before 
and at the interview, and having good questions that 
relate to the selection criteria and will explore relevant 
aspects of the role. 

The objective of the interview should be to get behind the 
person presented in the application. As a critical start to 
this process, we speak personally with every potential 
applicant – this means we can explain the role clearly to 
them and we are able to make an initial assessment of 
the applicant based on that interaction. This is very 
important, especially at shortlisting time where we are 
able to advise the shortlisting panel of these interactions.

Keeping a database of potential questions is a good 
strategy. If something relevant comes up during the 
interview process, updating this database and using it as 
a reference will be beneficial in adapting questions in 
future interviews. 

The use of pre-interview questions and scenario 
questions proves to help delve further into the person 
behind the application.

Sending out a pre-interview question where candidates 
have to research and present at the start of the interview 
enables the panel to assess a range of attributes – 
research skills, understanding of the role and relevant 
industry aspects (eg finance, planning, local government 
etc), and presentation skills (which are important for many 
roles in local government).

Executive recruitment evolution
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Similarly, providing a scenario question to be given to the 
candidate just before the interview (say 30 minutes 
beforehand) with the findings presented at the interview 
can also be insightful.

We are also finding that a candidate getting a “connection” 
with panel members is becoming increasingly important 
and often can be the point of difference between two 
similar candidates. On reflection, this is probably not that 
surprising, acknowledging that local government is a 
people business and we generally need people who are 
good at connecting with others in our business. Speaking 
directly to a panel member, using appropriate “language”, 
referring to panel members by their name and looking 
them in the eye is a lost art for some, but is nonetheless 
important to gaining a successful outcome.

Local government is a people business and we 
generally need people who are good at connecting 
with others in our business. 

Almost without exception, particularly for management 
level positions but also for other roles, we are finding 
Councils looking for well-developed leadership skills and 
demonstrated achievements through the utilisation of 
those skills. This is critically important as we believe 
leadership is the major determinant of culture and if you 
get your culture right the people in that culture will 
continue to amaze you. We have seen many real and 
powerful examples of this. Of course, we have also seen 
the opposite impact where leadership is not at the 
standard needed. 

Leadership is the major determinant of culture 
and if you get your culture right the people in that 
culture will continue to amaze you.

An extension of this is an increasing focus not only on the 
candidates skillset but also the candidates ability to be a 
good team member and/or leader. We are advocates of 
using psychometric profiling to understand an individual’s 
personality, leadership style and values to assist the 
interview panel in understanding how a person may fit 
within the organisation and existing team members. The 
profiling we use is comprehensive and as accredited 
assessors we provide an assessment of a candidates 

Executive recruitment evolution
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strengths and how they will likely display their individual 
characteristics. Clients are now embedding this as 
standard practice in their recruitment process. 

A quick decision on an appointment is also vital. We find 
that if a candidate is in for one job they may be in for 
others. The sooner a decision is made the less chance a 
great candidate will accept an alternative offer. Doing 
referee checks and personality profiles before an interview 
helps to quickly conclude an offer and appointment.

Post-interview feedback 

We take great pride in being prepared to give honest and 
fulsome feedback to both successful and unsuccessful 
candidates after the interview. Why they weren’t 
shortlisted, or why they weren’t successful at the interview, 
or what they might do differently next time. We take helpful 
notes during shortlisting and at interviews to enable us to 
provide this feedback. We also ask panel members after 
the interview process has concluded if they have any 
particular feedback for unsuccessful candidates.

Checking of credentials 

There have been some unfortunate instances in recent 
times where candidates have been appointed with 
issues in their background that might not have been 
brought to the panel’s attention at the time of 
recruitment. Background checks, qualification checks, 
police checks, bankruptcy checks and global searches 

are a vital part of this process. Whilst a finding in one of 
these might not necessarily disqualify the applicant, we 
expect an applicant to disclose these things as part of 
the process from a due diligence perspective. If there 
has not been disclosure it may lead to questions being 
asked of the applicant’s integrity. Non-disclosure may 
have potential reputational damage for both the Council 
and the recruiter. 

Executive recruitment evolution
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One more thing

Setting priorities post-employment 

Finally, we are very strongly of the view that within 4 
months of engagement the Council and the new recruit (be 
that a new CEO/GM or another position) should formally sit 
together and discuss some key questions – firstly, how 
have you found it here, is it what you expected, what has 
been better than expected, what do you think we could do 
better (remember they bring a new set of independent eyes 
with them and this can be insightful information if we are 
prepared to listen and act on it) and secondly what will we 
agree are your key priorities for the next 12 months (or for 
a period that aligns with Councils Performance 
Management System). We often facilitate these sessions, 
especially for newly appointed CEO/GM’s.

New employees can bring a different perspective 
and an independent set of eyes which can provide 
insightful information if we are prepared to listen 
and act on it.
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Conclusion

We believe most people in management would agree that the right staff are our 
greatest asset. Unfortunately, for varying reasons, recruitment of those staff into 
Councils is sometimes not given the priority it deserves.

In this article we have tried to identify the current situation with executive and 
professional recruitment in local government. We have shared our observations as 
well as, hopefully, providing some food for thought as to how individual Councils 
might be able to improve their own recruitment processes.

We would be very happy to provide further information on anything covered in this 
article – please contact Christine Georgiadis on 0439 813 310 or send an email to 
chris@blackadderassoc.com.au




