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List of FAQs
What is Commissioners role?
Civil Service Commissioners are independent leads of fair hiring. Established by statute, their primary duty is to uphold the Merit Principle: ensuring that every appointment to the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) is made solely on the basis of ability, following a fair and open competition. They serve as independent guardians of integrity, providing the public with the assurance that every civil servant is selected through a transparent and impartial process.

How do Commissioners fulfil their role?
Commissioners maintain high standards through three main pillars of activity:
· Setting the Standard: They publish and maintain the Recruitment Code, encouraging the NICS to adhere to the Code.
· Direct Oversight: Commissioners personally chair all recruitment competitions for Senior Civil Service (SCS) positions, ensuring the highest level of leadership is appointed with total impartiality.
· Rigorous Monitoring: We conduct annual audits (using the Audit Framework and Guidance) of randomly selected external recruitment drives to verify that the Code is being followed and to drive continuous improvement across the Service.

Do Commissioners oversee internal promotions?
No. Commissioners regulatory role is focused on external/open competition (appointments from outside the NICS). While we encourage the NICS to follow our Recruitment Code  as "best practice" for internal moves, we do not have a statutory role in regulating them.  




Do Commissioners sit on every interview panel?
No. Commissioners chair all external competitions for the Senior Civil Service (SCS). For internal competitions and those below SCS, the NICS manages its own panels.

Do Commissioners support modern hiring methods?
Yes. The Commissioners welcome and support innovative approaches to recruitment. We encourage the NICS to evolve their processes, provided those methods always deliver against the Merit Principle and remain fair and open.

Who should I contact if I have a complaint about a job application?
If you have a complaint about a job application, you should contact HRConnect in the first instance who have a detailed Complaints Procedure published on their website. Commissioners do not have the legal power to investigate individual recruitment complaints or overturn a selection decision.

Who manages the actual application portal and paperwork for the competitions?
HRConnect handles the administrative side of recruitment. Commissioners act as the regulatory body to ensure all recruitment processes align with the Recruitment Code.

How do you ensure recruitment procedures are unbiased?
All civil servants are obliged to adhere to Commissioners Recruitment Code. The Code ensures impartiality by:
· Objective Assessment: Candidates are evaluated solely on their skills, experience, and ability to do the job, using pre-defined criteria that prevent personal bias.
· Structured Panels: Selection panels are trained to apply the Merit Principle consistently, ensuring every applicant is treated with the same level of scrutiny and fairness.
· Transparency and Accountability: By setting mandatory standards for every stage of the process—from job advertisement to final selection—the Code creates a transparent trail that can be audited.
· Conflict of Interest Protections: The Code requires that any potential conflicts of interest among panel members are identified and managed immediately to maintain the integrity of the appointment.

What is selection on merit? 
Selection on merit means that the best person for the job is chosen through a fair and open process. When a recruitment competition finishes, candidates who meet the required standard are ranked in order of their performance, this is known as a merit list.
· Similar Vacancies: If a similar vacancy arises at the same grade while a competition is still active, the NICS may use the existing merit list to fill it rather than starting a brand-new competition.
· Cross-Departmental Pools: NICSHR can check with HRConnect to see if another Department already holds a merit list for the grade they need. This ensures the NICS fills roles efficiently with candidates who have already proven their merit.

What is an ‘exception to merit’ and do you monitor them?
Yes. By law, all appointments must be on merit, but there are exceptions. These must be reported to us, and any Senior Civil Service (SCS) exception requires our prior written approval.

How do you ensure the NICS follows the Recruitment Code?
We ensure compliance with Commissioners Recruitment Code and we audit the NICS on an annual basis.

Can I appeal a recruitment decision to the Commissioner?
No. Commissioners do not have a legal remit to adjudicate on individual recruitment complaints or to overturn a recruitment decision made by a department. 

I am a Civil Servant with an ethical concern. Can you help?
Yes. If you are being asked to act in a way that breaches the NICS Code of Ethics (Integrity, Honesty, Objectivity, or Impartiality), you can appeal to us.
Note: You should normally exhaust your Department’s internal reporting procedures before coming to the Commissioners.

What is the NICS Code of Ethics?
It is a document issued by the Department of Finance that sets out the core values of the Civil Service—integrity, honesty, objectivity, and impartiality. It outlines the standards of behaviour expected from civil servants and is part of their contractual relationship with their employer.

What is the difference between a ‘concern’ and an ‘appeal’?
A concern is an issue raised by a civil servant regarding a potential conflict with the Code of Ethics. Once the Commissioners determine the matter falls within their remit and accept it for investigation, it becomes an appeal.

Should I raise the concern with my department first?
Yes. Normally, you should first raise the concern with your line manager, someone in your management chain, or a "Nominated Officer" within your department in line with the guidance on Raising a Concern Under the NICS Code of Ethics

Can I bring my concern directly to Commissioners?
In certain circumstances, yes. This may happen if the Permanent Secretary or Chief Executive is involved, if the matter is urgent and serious, or if you fear suffering a detriment for raising it internally.






	Commissioners ARE responsible for:
	Commissioners are NOT responsible for:

	✅ Chairing all open Senior Civil Service (SCS) competitions.
	❌ Handling recruitment complaints (contact NICS HR/HRConnect).

	✅ Auditing all grades of NICS external recruitment to ensure adherence with the Recruitment Code.
	❌ Managing internal NICS promotions or transfers.

	✅ Maintaining the Recruitment Code. 
	❌ Running day-to-day recruitment for grades below SCS.

	✅ Approving exceptions to the Merit Principle (e.g., secondments).
	❌ Setting NICS pay, benefits, or terms of employment.

	✅ Considering appeals under the NICS Code of Ethics from current civil servants.
	❌ Investigating general staff grievances or bullying claims.



Still unsure? If your query relates to a specific job vacancy, please visit NICS Recruitment (HRConnect). For questions regarding our regulatory role, you can contact our secretariat directly.
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