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FOREWORD  by the Chairperson 
 

1. Commissioners have a statutory role to ensure that appointments to the 

Northern Ireland Civil Service are made on merit on the basis of fair and open 

competition.  The Commissioners are independent of the Northern Ireland Civil 

Service and are supported by staff in the Northern Ireland Office. The current 

Recruitment Code of the Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland was 

first issued in 1997.  There have been developments in legal, social and 

employment areas since that time and Commissioners feel the time is right to 

reconsider their statutory obligations under the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  To 

this end, we are issuing for consultation a draft revised Recruitment Code 

which will reflect developments necessary in the intervening period and which 

will also, we hope, assist the Northern Ireland Civil Service in its difficult task of 

recruiting the best possible people for the jobs available. 

 

2. This draft Recruitment Code is different to our previous Code.  It provides a 

principle-based approach rather than the more prescriptive form of guidance in 

the former Code and reflects the Commissioners’ contemporary views on the 

various elements of the recruitment process.  The new Code has been 

developed to take account of a changing work and social environment, the 
different business demands this has placed upon the Civil Service, and the 

consequent necessity for it to have flexibility in its recruitment practices.   

 

3. We, therefore, have given considerable thought to the Merit Principle and its 

application to staff recruitment in today’s world.  Since our views on Merit are 

fundamental to the revised Code, a specific section has been included detailing 

what those views are and how they have been arrived at.   

 

4. This new draft Code sets out how the core principle of Merit might be applied 

on a principles basis.  We see this approach as helping to refocus and sharpen 
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the application of Merit in ways which are appropriate to the current and future 

challenges facing the Northern Ireland Civil Service. 

 

5. The Commissioners’ Recruitment Code is mandatory for everyone involved in 

recruitment to the Northern Ireland Civil Service but the principles expressed in 

this revised version may be equally applicable across the employment sectors 

of Northern Ireland, whether they be public, private or voluntary. 

 

6. My fellow Commissioners and I wish to engage openly with the wider public on 

this issue as well as with the major stakeholders affected by our Recruitment 

Code.  It is, after all, of relevance to anyone whose husband, wife, son, 

daughter, brother or sister, or who has themselves, ever applied for a post in 

the Northern Ireland Civil Service.  We launch a major consultation exercise on 

this draft Code on 30 March and very much welcome your views.  

 

7. We look forward to hearing from you.   All comments received will be taken into 

consideration when finalising the revised Recruitment Code. 
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SECTION 2               INTRODUCTION TO THE CODE 
 
 
 
WHAT DO THE COMMISSIONERS DO? 
 
2.1 Commissioners are appointed under the Civil Service Commissioners 

(Northern Ireland) Order 1999 which requires them to uphold the principle that 

selection for appointment to posts in the Northern Ireland Civil Service should 

be on Merit on the basis of fair and open competition.  The Order gives 

Commissioners the responsibility of maintaining this important principle, known 

as “the Merit Principle”.   

 

2.2 The Order provides for Commissioners to discharge their responsibilities by: 

• publishing and maintaining a Recruitment Code on the interpretation and 

application of the Merit Principle; 

• auditing recruitment policies and practices followed in making appointments 

to the Civil Service to establish whether the Recruitment Code is being 

observed; 

• making General Regulations, where they describe the circumstances in 

which the Merit Principle may not apply; and 

• requiring the publication of such information as they may specify relating to 

recruitment and to the use of permitted exceptions to the Merit Principle.  

 

2.3 Commissioners contribute to the development of an effective and impartial Civil 

Service by carrying out the duties imposed on them by the Order.  These 

provide an assurance to the public that appointments to the NICS are made on 

Merit.  If the appointment is made on Merit, it should follow that the Civil 

Service has selected from those available the best person for the job and the 

duties of the job consequently will be well carried out.   

 
2.4 The Commissioners do not make appointments themselves. The selection and 

appointment of staff is the responsibility of the Northern Ireland Civil Service 
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Recruitment Service and individual departments. The Commissioners’ 

Recruitment Code sets out the essential principles on which recruitment to the 

Northern Ireland Civil Service must be based.  Commissioners are willing to 

participate in recruitment competitions as independent assessors giving them 

opportunity to see the provisions of their Recruitment Code in operation.  Also, 

their approval is required for all appointments made through open competition 

to the Senior Civil Service – see Paragraph 2.11.  
 

2.5 Under Article 5 of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 

1999 the Commissioners have another separate responsibility to hear appeals 

to them by civil servants under the NICS Code of Ethics.  The Commissioners 

report annually on the number of appeals made to them under the Code of 

Ethics together with a summary of the nature of such appeals. 

 
WHO ARE THE CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONERS? 
 
2.6 Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland were first appointed by Royal 

Warrant in 1923.  There are six Commissioners, all members of the general 

public and independent of the Northern Ireland Civil Service, who bring to the 

job wide experience from the public, private and voluntary sectors.  The current 
Commissioners have different backgrounds, careers and interests.  This 

diversity helps them to provide insight into how the Northern Ireland Civil 

Service can best serve the public and increase public confidence in the 

Service. 

 

COMMISSIONERS’ STATUTORY REMIT 
 
2.7 Article 3(1)(a) of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 

1999 provides that a person shall not be appointed to a situation in the Civil 

Service unless the selection of that person for appointment was made on merit 

on the basis of fair and open competition.  Article 4(1) of the Order provides 

that the Commissioners shall maintain the principle of selection on merit on the 

basis of fair and open competition in relation to selection for appointment. 
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RECRUITMENT CODE 
 
2.8 Commissioners are accountable to the public for assuring confidence in the 

recruitment process at all levels into the Northern Ireland Civil Service.  They 

do this by publishing a Recruitment Code on the interpretation and application 

of the Merit Principle.  The Code applies to appointments made other than by 

internal transfer or promotion.  

 

2.9 It is the Commissioners’ intention that the Code will contribute to the 

development of best practice in the field of recruitment and selection.  It 

reflects, but does not replace, relevant employment legislation and all 

appointments made under this Code must also comply with that legislation as 

well as the Northern Ireland Civil Service requirements for appointment 

prescribed by the Department of Finance and Personnel under Article 4(2)(c) of 

the Civil Service (Northern Ireland) Order 1999.  
 

EXCEPTIONS TO THE MERIT PRINCIPLE 
 

2.10 Article 4(2) of the Order states that the Commissioners may, with the approval 

of the Secretary of State, prescribe, in General Regulations, or by directions, 

the circumstances in which the principle of selection on merit on the basis of 

fair and open competition shall not apply.  The Commissioners’ objective in 

permitting exceptions is to provide flexibility where it can be justified as 

necessary to meet the business needs of the Northern Ireland Civil Service, 

and its obligations as a good employer. These exceptions to the Merit Principle 

should be rare and there must be strong and compelling grounds why it is not 

reasonably practical to make the appointment in question in accordance with 

the Merit Principle.  
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COMMISSIONERS’ ROLE IN APPOINTMENTS THROUGH OPEN COMPETITIONS 
TO THE SENIOR CIVIL SERVICE 
 
2.11 Article 6 of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 1999 

provides that no appointment shall be made to any situation in the Senior Civil 

Service, without the express approval of the Commissioners.  The 

Commissioners have a detailed approval process which must be followed for 

all external recruitment leading to appointment to a senior post.  This approval 

role extends also to any appointment to the Senior Civil Service made as an 

exception to the Merit Principle.  
 
MONITORING THE APPLICATION OF MERIT 
 
2.12 Article 4(4) of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 1999 

requires Commissioners to audit recruitment policies and practices within the 

Northern Ireland Civil Service to ensure that the Recruitment Code is being 

observed.  This audit function is a key mechanism whereby adherence to the 

Merit Principle is assured.  Audit programmes are carried out annually and 

focus on issues which are of particular interest or concern to the 

Commissioners.   

 

2.13 Whilst assurance of adherence to the Merit Principle is the key purpose of the 

audit process, the outcomes provide a basis for discussions between the 

Commissioners and senior representatives of the Northern Ireland Civil Service 

to help determine future arrangements for adherence to the Merit Principle and 

the Commissioners’ other supporting principles.   Audits are conducted by 

independent experts appointed following a tendering process and, in 

conducting the programme, the Commissioners’ auditors seek to; 
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• provide assurance of departmental adherence to the Merit Principle, 

identifying any faults, but also providing advice on good practice and 

opportunities for improvement; 

 

• work with Northern Ireland Civil Service to minimise any disruption 

associated with the audit programme; and 

• communicate information and findings in an open and consultative way 

during the audit process. 

2.14 The Commissioners advise the Northern Ireland Civil Service of the outcomes 

of each audit and agree with senior management the follow-up and review 

arrangements to monitor implementation of the recommendations. 

2.15 Findings from their audit programmes are published in the Commissioners’ 

Annual Reports. 
 
BROAD FRAMEWORK OF COOPERATION WITH OTHERS 
 
2.16 To fulfil their statutory role, and so help maintain public confidence in the civil  

service, the Commissioners  maintain regular contact with and, when 

necessary, work with 

• Ministers; 

• the Head of the Civil Service;  

• Permanent Secretaries of departments; 

• officials both in the Central Personnel Group of the Department of 

Finance and Personnel and in individual departments; and 

•  other stakeholders  

to increase public confidence in the staff of the Northern Ireland Civil Service 

and in the Service itself.  

 

2.17 Ministers have a legitimate interest in the filling of certain posts in the Senior 

Civil Service.  Those interests must be accommodated within a system which 

ensures that individual appointments are made on the basis of Merit, free from 
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personal or political partiality so that the appointees may serve Ministers of 

different political backgrounds. Commissioners have provided separate 

guidance on consulting with Ministers at Annex A to this Code.  This guidance 

has been endorsed by Ministers and is designed to provide safeguards for all 

those involved in appointments where Ministers have an interest. 

 

2.18 Commissioners understand the Northern Ireland Civil Service business goals 

and the type of leading edge organisation it seeks to become.  They strive to 

contribute actively to the effectiveness of the Civil Service by stimulating 

debate on existing recruitment practices and by encouraging and promoting 

excellence. They also ensure adherence to the Commissioners’ core principles, 

both in terms of the processes adopted and outcomes achieved, through 

promotion of the recruitment principles and audit of their application.  In 

revising this Code the Commissioners intend to engage with their stakeholders 

and other parties who may have an interest in their work.  

 
DISCHARGING OF COMMISSIONERS’ ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

 
2.19 In relation to members of the public interested in applying for posts in the NICS, 

the Commissioners have a duty to ensure that those appointments are made 

on merit in fair and open competition.  In relation to civil servants, the 

Commissioners have a responsibility to hear appeals under the Code of Ethics. 

The Commissioners recognise that they have a wide range of stakeholders, 

including the general public, who have both direct and indirect interest in their 

work. 

 

2.20 The Commissioners discharge their responsibilities to the public in a number of 

ways including: 

• publication of a Recruitment Code which sets out the Commissioners’ 

remit, objectives and views on the Merit Principle.  The Recruitment 

Code is subject to extensive public consultation; 
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• making General Regulations, where they describe the circumstances in 

which the Merit Principle may not apply; 

• publication of an Annual Report outlining statistical information on 

appointments to the Northern Ireland Civil Service and findings on the 

appointment processes and Merit Principle; 

• conduct of audits against the Commissioners’ Code and publication of 

results within and outside the Northern Ireland Civil Service; 

• implementation of Equality & Good Relations Duties under s.75 of the 

Northern Ireland Act 1998 involving consultation with s.75 umbrella 

groups and across other organisations and individuals; and 

•  conduct of seminars and other information events to promote the role 

of the Commissioners and improve understanding of the Merit Principle 

and to open new channels whereby those interested in the 

Commissioners’ areas of responsibility can offer additional input and 

feedback. 

 
BACKGROUND TO REVIEW OF THE RECRUITMENT CODE 
 
2.21 The Commissioners recognise the challenges currently facing the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service. The purpose of this revised Code is to provide a flexible 

framework based on the Commissioners’ recruitment principles in relation to 

selection on merit on the basis of fair and open competition.  The Code permits 

the Northern Ireland Civil Service to adopt strategies and develop processes to 

implement the principles effectively. Any operational procedures produced by 

the Northern Ireland Civil Service to reflect the revised Code should be 

practical, meet business needs and encourage applications from all sections of 

the community. Development of the new Code has arisen from input by 

practitioners, the public, issues identified through audit and the experience of 

Commissioners as panel members in recruitment competitions.  The previous 

version of the Recruitment Code laid down a set of essential standards for 
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various aspects of a recruitment exercise.  This revised version is not a 

complete guide to every factor affecting recruitment to the Northern  Ireland 

Civil Service but promotes best practice and compliance within relevant 

legislation.  

 

2.22 The revised Code sets out the Commissioners’ core principles and, under each 

principle, an amplification of the Commissioners’ perspectives on that principle, 

offered as an insight into the reasoning behind it and the Commissioners’ 

expectation of what it means for the Northern Ireland Civil Service.  This 

principle-based approach will allow greater flexibility to meet the changing 

business needs of the NICS without diluting the principle of appointment on 

Merit. The revised Code will be an essential tool to help the Northern Ireland 

Civil Service to recruit staff with the skills and competences required to deliver 

effective services to the public within a reforming Civil Service. 

 

2.23 Commissioners have examined the principle of Merit and have concluded that 

Merit cannot be precisely defined – it is a relative rather than an absolute 
concept requiring a decision based on the circumstances at the time, not on 

theoretical circumstances.  This overarching principle of appointment on merit 

is so important and fundamental to the Commissioners’ function that we have 

devoted a separate section of the Code to the Merit Principle.  The 

Commissioners’  understanding of the concept of Merit as evolved from 

consideration of international jurisprudence and from the more innovative and 

creative initiatives being developed by the NICS to meet its business needs 

and provide better services to the public.   

 

2.24 The principle- based approach allows flexibility in the application of merit 

without diluting the principle itself.  The Commissioners have set out, under 

each principle, supporting evidence of the principle in practice.  They expect 

the NICS to produce a set of operational procedures which will give effect to 

the core principles expressed in this Code.  It is intended that this approach will 
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maintain and enhance consistency, fairness, transparency, accountability and 

diversity in recruitment practices across the Northern Ireland Civil Service. 

 



Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland  
Draft Recruitment Code 

 
Version 006 

                                                                                                                      March 2004 
 

14 

  

SECTION  3 

THE MERIT PRINCIPLE 
 
 
Introduction 
 
3.1  Civil Service Commissioners were first appointed to ensure that appointments 

to the Civil Service were made following selection on merit on the basis of fair 

and open competition (referred to as “the Merit Principle”). The Commissioners’ 

statutory responsibilities resulted from mid-19th century reforms aimed at 

bringing an end to a system of appointments based on patronage.  In the mid-

19th century divisions in society based on social background, political views, 

religion and race were as pronounced as they are today.  The establishment of 

Civil Service Commissioners, and the remit given to them, were significant 

steps towards ensuring that, in the civil service at least, there was a systematic, 

open, fair and objective approach to the recruitment and appointment of staff. 

 

Article 4(1) of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 1999 

provides that the Commissioners “shall maintain the principle of selection on 

merit on the basis of fair and open competition” and “shall prescribe and 

publish a recruitment code on the interpretation and application of the Merit 

Principle”.  Appointment on merit is the foundation of much of the later equality 

and inclusiveness agendas, now given statutory recognition in a range of 

modern legislation which specifically addresses discrimination in employment, 

in the provision of services and in the development and implementation of 

public sector policies.  

 

3.2   Consideration of  

• why appointment according to the Merit Principle matters; 

• what Merit means; and 

• how appointment according to the Merit Principle can best be put into 

practice in the Northern Ireland Civil Service  
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is relevant to ensure that merit-derived elements of recruitment practice meet 

both the equality and good relations obligations set out in Section 75 of the 

Northern Ireland Act 1998 and public interest in the provision of an effective 

and impartial Civil Service.    

 
Although the focus of the work of the Commissioners is the Northern Ireland 

Civil Service, the Commissioners believe that the issues raised in their 

consideration of the Merit Principle are applicable to any public sector 

organisation seeking to promote public confidence in the organisation and in the 

service provided.  
 
 
Why does appointment on merit on the basis of fair and open 
competition matter? 
 

3.3 Appointment on merit on the basis of fair and open competition is important for 

three main reasons: 

 

Firstly, appointing individuals on merit is part of a process to help ensure the 

quality of individual performance and, consequently, the quality of service 

delivered by the organisation to the community it serves.  The quality of service 

to the community is important both in its own right and as an aspect of 

promoting the integrity and credibility of public administration.  This plays a part 

in building the community’s confidence in and respect for that administration.  

Effective and impartial service, however, is not sufficient on its own to achieve 

public confidence.  Organisations, such as the Northern Ireland Civil Service, 

must also demonstrate that they are inclusive and without prejudice.  

 

3.4 Secondly, appointment on merit allows and encourages free participation and 

inclusion in the process of public administration by individuals from all sections 

of the community. This should produce within the public administration a 

diverse, talented staff which, in turn, should  enhance quality of thought and 
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understanding of fundamental issues within the organisation.  This can serve 

only to improve the quality of service provided.  Again, these attributes are not 

only commendable in their own right but also should help to build community 

confidence in, and identification with, the public administration and so enhance 

civic society. 

 

3.5 Thirdly, appointment on merit is a fundamentally fair and just approach to 

dealing with individual applicants.  This is important in providing a 

demonstrably fair and proper basis for selection of one individual rather than 

another in any recruitment process.  For the individual candidate, appointment 

on merit is the assurance that neither personal contacts, nor identification with 

any particular group or ideology, nor direct discrimination will influence 

selection for appointment.   

 

3.6 An organisation which both embraces and values the intrinsic justice of 

appointment on merit and the full range of benefits flowing from its use, and 

which demonstrates ownership of the principle and process, will be one in 

which quality of service and the promotion of public confidence is fundamental.    

 
 
What is appointment on merit on the basis of fair and open 
competition? 
 
3.7 Broadly, appointment on merit on the basis of fair and open competition means 

the appointment of the best person for any given post through open 

competition where the criteria for judging the suitability of candidates for the 

post can be related directly to the qualifications, attributes and skills required to 

undertake the duties and responsibilities of that post to the required standard. 
 

3.8  In applying the Merit Principle to recruitment procedures, the type(s) of post(s) 

in question and the numbers of staff required to be appointed at the time need 

to be considered.  The Northern Ireland Civil Service traditionally has recruited 

both individuals to specific individual posts and numbers of individuals at an 

entry grade (usually referred to as “volume competitions”) with later allocation 
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to a specific post.  Also, changing business needs in a changing society and 

workforce market require developments in recruitment procedures.  In such an 

environment, the Merit Principle must have due regard to diversity. 

 
3.9  It is relatively easy, for example, to see how appointment on merit can be 

translated into practice in the case of specific individual posts, where particular 

skills and attributes can be identified as necessary for the performance of the 

duties and responsibilities of the post in question.  Methods then can be 

devised to test and measure relative standards in those skills and attributes 

amongst candidates – the competence-based approach to the individual post 

for example,  professional / technical posts.  The success of the process can 

be tested by examination of subsequent performance in the job in question.  

This concept of Merit is strictly specific job related.  Merit becomes “the 

possession of precisely those qualities of excellence needed to perform a 

functionally defined task”.  (Joan Abbot-Chapman; Vice Chancellor’s Forum 

2001 Equality Forum). 

 
3.10 In respect of volume competitions which seek to appoint numbers of staff to fill 

a large number of vacancies at an entry grade, such as Administrative Officer 

or Graduate entrant, the skills and attributes necessary can be described only 

broadly because the actual individual posts (and so the specific requirements 

for each) are unknown at the recruitment stage.  Appointment on merit on the 

basis of fair and open competition in these conditions cannot be a precise 

matching of the skills and attributes of the individual applicant with the defined 

requirements of a specific post. Provided, however, that the range of posts in 

question is considered, on the basis of the recruiters’ experience, to require 

similar skills and attributes on the part of post-holders for the individual job 

responsibilities to be carried out effectively, those skills and attributes can be 

identified and can be assessed according to objective testing methods which 

will lead to a genuine and defensible merit ranking of candidates.  This 

therefore is a generic competence-based approach.    For example, for the 

entry grade Administrative Assistant competitions, a demonstrable standard of 
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literacy and numeracy is required but additional specific skills are not precisely 

identified or assessed. 

 
3.11 In today’s environment however, both these approaches present those 

responsible for recruitment with difficult issues. The changing needs of the 

Northern Ireland Civil Service require greater flexibility and innovation in 

recruitment processes to take account, for example, of demand for flexible 

working hours and patterns, location of posts, skills to deliver new services and 

to deliver existing services differently.  However, the criteria need to be applied 

in ways which are inclusive, not exclusive, and have due regard to diversity.  

Equally, recruitment systems need to be fit for purpose and operable in 

practice.  Balancing and resolving these pressures is a difficult task.   

 

3.12 Securing public confidence in the process depends on its transparency and 

reasonableness.  The ultimate tests of the success of the process are the 

quality of outcomes, in terms both of the quality of service provided by the 

organisation and of demonstrable equality of opportunity.   

 

3.13 The Civil Service Commissioners recognise the need to undertake the 

challenge of identifying a concept of Merit which recognises the value of 

diversity, in terms of a culture which seeks, respects, values and harnesses 

differences. They are conscious too of the need to meet the practical business 

needs of the recruitment process in a changing work and social environment. 

The Commissioners, therefore, have sought to identify a concept of Merit which 

is responsive to and inclusive of human diversity while facilitating flexibility in 

the recruitment process. Merit is a relative not an absolute concept. In applying 

such a concept, the value and importance of different experiences and of 

different job histories should be recognised.  Selection must acknowledge the 

validity of different kinds of relevant experience, abilities or skills – recognising 

equivalence of performance – rather than perpetuating stereotypes of 

performance which can work against the promotion of diversity. 
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3.14  The Merit Principle, by its very nature, means recruiting from a candidate pool 

which reflects diversity within the community. Throughout any merit-based 

process, it is essential to ensure that the selection process should not be such 

as provides unjustifiable advantage or disadvantage to any particular group of 

candidates.  The selection criteria should be sensitive to the requirements of 

inclusivity, diversity, and genuine equality of opportunity. 

  

3.15 The key essential to applying the Merit Principle in the recruitment process is to 

appreciate that a single, precisely defined concept of merit, dictating or dictated 

by any particular recruitment technique or methodology, is inadequate.  

Different methodologies are required in different circumstances.  A single, 

prescriptive, “definition” of the Merit Principle leading to detailed instructions on 

its application in the recruitment process will not meet the challenges of 

recruitment in the changing work, technological and social environments, nor 

the expectations of the public in respect of the administration serving its 
interests.  

 

How can appointment on merit on the basis of fair and open 
 competition be put into operation? 
 

3.16 Accepting this, it is the view of the Commissioners that the Civil Service 

Commissioners’ Recruitment Code should become a principle-based document 

allowing flexibility and innovation in the recruitment process but setting out 

clear expectations for the process.   What this approach should ensure is the 

conscious, objective application of an appropriate recruitment process to 

underpin the over-arching principle of appointment on merit in the varying 

circumstances in which the Northern Ireland Civil Service recruits staff. In each 

recruitment exercise, it will be important (a) that there is clear evidence of 

careful consideration, with reasons recorded, of which methodology is to be 

adopted; and (b) that the chosen methodology observes the Merit Principle, as 

described in this Code. A more flexible, yet principle-based  approach should 

help to refocus and sharpen the application of the Merit Principle in fair and 
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open competition in ways which are appropriate to the changing circumstances 

in which the Northern Ireland Civil Service is operating.    
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SECTION 4 

COMMISSIONERS’ RECRUITMENT PRINCIPLES 

 
Principle 1 -  Appointments Should be Made on Merit 

 

Merit has been and remains the core principle on which recruitment must be 
made.  The Civil Service Commissioners (NI) Order 1999 gives the 
Commissioners the responsibility of maintaining the Merit Principle – that “…. a 
person shall not be appointed to a situation in the Civil Service unless …. the 
selection …. was made on the basis of merit in fair and open competition”.  The 
Commissioners believe merit embraces issues of diversity, inclusivity and equality 
of opportunity and that these issues are integral to the processes by which 
appointments are made.  The Commissioners continue to believe that the Merit 
Principle is critically important to an effective Civil Service. 
 
A dedicated section of the Code covers the Commissioners’ detailed views on 
Merit and forms the basis for the principles stated in this section. 

 
Examples of the principle in practice include: 
 

Attracting Candidates 
 

• Proactive measures to help ensure that those applying for posts in the 
Civil Service reflect the diversity within the community. 

• Targeted measures, as necessary and appropriate, to address under 
representation. 

• Barriers to broad appeal across the community are identified and 
eliminated. 

• Measures to ensure that career opportunities in the Northern Ireland 
Civil Service are understood and appeal to a wide spectrum of the 
community. 

• Diversity amongst applicants encouraged by using candidate literature, 
career promotion material or other suitable means, to highlight employer 
policies- such as staff development and assessment, and work-life 
balance measures - which are consistent with an agenda for diversity 
and inclusivity. 

• Opportunities are accessible across the community, including people 
with disabilities. 
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Selection Process 
 

• Criteria for selection promote the principles of equality of opportunity, 
inclusiveness and diversity. 

• An active focus on ensuring that adverse impact issues are considered 
and addressed in advance of competitions. 

• Monitoring and evaluation of recruitment processes and positive 
initiatives to tackle any matters arising. 

• Clear decisions on the approach adopted in any recruitment competition 
and explicit consideration given to opportunities and/or measures to 
promote(or remove possible barriers to) diversity, as part of competition 
planning.  
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Principle 2 - Appointment Process Should Be Fit For Purpose 

All recruitment processes and practices adopted by the Northern Ireland Civil 
Service should be commensurate with best practice as well as efficient, and align 
with the Northern Ireland Civil Service vision of being a leading edge organisation.  
This extends to all aspects including defining job specifications, advertising the 
vacancy and the assessment mechanisms used.  It also includes the supporting 
management arrangements and training provided.  The Commissioners are 
supportive of innovative and dynamic approaches to ensuring that appointment 
processes deliver against the Merit Principle. 

 
 
Examples of the principle in practice include: 
 

Job & Person Specifications 
 

• The job specification and person specification are the foundation of the 
selection process and as such are considered and endorsed by 
appropriate senior sponsors at the earliest stage. 

• The job specification and person specification have been given 
appropriate consideration in advance of commencing the process 

• Substantive elements of the job and person specifications are 
consistently reflected throughout the selection process. 

• The approach to recruitment is well thought through with real focus on 
the requirements of the job and the skills needed. 

Advertising 
 

• Specific advertising channels are appropriate to the vacancy under 
consideration and supporting rationale for the approach is documented. 

• Where search processes are used, any external agencies employed are 
informed of the Commissioners’ Code; the Northern Ireland Civil Service 
remains accountable for compliance. 

• Where search agencies are used their input into the process is clearly 
defined and agreed by those responsible for the appointment process. 
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Documentation 
 

• Documentation supporting assessment stages of the process reflects 
the selection criteria. 

• Documentation and its use is open to audit by the Commissioners’ 
auditors and can be retrieved and accessed. 

Assessment Mechanisms 
 

• Clear decisions are made around who is involved in the selection 
process (internal and external resources), levels of that involvement and 
ensuring that assessors have up to date and appropriate skills 

• Assessment mechanisms are used in line with current  best practice. 

• Assessment processes are appropriate to the selection criteria for a post 
and to the level/seniority of the post concerned. 

• Use of external agencies where they can provide added value and 
deliver benefit to the selection process. 

Training 
 

• Training delivered on a timely basis and appropriate to the specific 
assessment process being deployed. 
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Principle 3 - Appointment Process Should Be Fair & Applied With Consistency 

The Commissioners wholly oppose any form of direct or indirect discrimination, 
whether active or passive.  The selection process adopted and the manner in 
which it is applied must be undertaken fairly and with real commitment to equality 
of opportunity.  The Service has an obligation to treat candidates fairly, to a 
consistent standard and in a consistent manner. 

 
 
Examples of the principle in practice include: 
 

Job & Person Specifications 
 

• Job specification and person specifications are free from bias or poor 
practice. 

Advertising 
 

• Vacancies are communicated openly to afford equality of opportunity. 

• All advertising and briefing materials are accessible, free from bias and 
reflect the job and person specifications and assessment process to be 
followed. 

Documentation 
 

• All documentation and its use complies with legislation; for example, 
avoiding stereotypes. 

Assessment Mechanisms 
 

• All assessment tools comply with requirements on fairness and freedom 
from bias. 

• Appointments to positions made on an order of merit basis.  Where 
competitions result in more than a single appointment, arrangements 
should satisfy the Merit Principle. 

Management Arrangements 
 

• The effectiveness of assessment processes is regularly reviewed and 
actioned. 

• Appropriate monitoring arrangements are in place and follow-up actions 
adopted. 
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• Arrangements are in place which will allow all panel members an 
opportunity to raise any concerns they have about any aspect of the 
process. 

• Adequate controls are in place to ensure appropriate processes are 
always adopted and delivered. 

Training 
 

• Appropriate training is received and evidenced by any individual 
participating in a recruitment competition. 

• Training is delivered to an appropriate standard and updated as 
necessary. 

• Arrangements are in place to ensure appropriate training is available 
and delivered. 

• Training includes the role and functions of the Commissioners. 

• Training covers not only the structure of the process but skills of those 
involved and the recruitment context including current and forthcoming 
legislation. 

• Effectiveness of training is monitored and followed up. 
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Principle 4 - Appointments Made in an Open, Accountable & Transparent       
Manner 

The Commissioners firmly believe that candidate confidence in the Northern 
Ireland Civil Service’ processes is enhanced by their transparency and the 
openness with which candidates are dealt by the Service.  They expect to see 
open and active communication on the process to be adopted and the basis for 
assessment.  The Northern Ireland Civil Service should further demonstrate an 
embedded and real commitment to offering verifiable comprehensive feedback to 
candidates who seek it.  

 
 
Examples of the principle in practice include: 
 

Advertising 
 

• Advertising and briefing materials which are accessible to all candidates. 

Documentation 
 

• Documentation and its use support a commitment to offer open 
feedback to candidates. 

Management Arrangements 
 

• Arrangements to ensure effective candidate communication throughout 
an appointment process. 

• An appointment process not subject to undue delays and with reasons 
for delay recorded. 

Feedback 
 

• Clear, specific and meaningful feedback provided when requested by 
candidates. 

• Enquiries or complaints dealt with in an efficient, timely manner. 
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APPENDIX  A CONSULTATION WITH MINISTERS ON APPOINTMENTS TO 
 POSTS IN THE SENIOR CIVIL SERVICE 

 
A.1   This Annex sets out guidance on Ministerial consultation in cases where  

 they have particular interest in posts in the Senior Civil Service to be filled by  

 open competition 

 
A.2  Ministers will have a legitimate interest in the filling of certain posts in the 

Senior Civil Service. Those interests must be accommodated within a system 

which ensures that individual appointments are made on the basis of Merit, free 

from personal or political partiality so the appointees are able to continue to 

serve Ministers of different political backgrounds.  The Recruitment Code is 

designed to provide these safeguards, and applies to appointments to the 

Senior Civil Service, within the context of the following guidance which is 

designed to accommodate Ministerial involvement in that process. 

 

A.3 Before planning of the competition for a particular post begins, the extent and 

nature of Ministerial interest must be established by the relevant department.  

The competition must be discussed with the Minister at the outset and if the 

Minister chooses he/she may discuss, agree or otherwise take part in any of 

the following: 

    -  the planning of the recruitment exercise; 

 

  -  the development of recruitment literature including the 

     advertisement(s), selection criteria, job specification; 

 

  - composition of the selection panel (whose membership  

                                   should be chosen with reference to the selection criteria); 

  

 - terms of engagement for any executive search    

    (whose use is subject to prior Commissioners’ approval);   
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  -  the endorsement of the lead candidate. 

 

 If Ministerial endorsement of the lead candidate is required this must be 

identified in the job information. 

 

A.4 During the process the Minister may also choose to: 

 

- meet the top candidate after the conclusion of the 

  selection process, before endorsing the appointment if  

  that is a  requirement. 

 

A.5   Once a competition has been launched and, after the eligibility sift has taken 

place, the Minister may see the names of all applicants, including those sifted 

out.  Where shortlisting has been carried out in accordance with the 

requirements of this Code, the Minister may see the names of all applicants 

and the names of applicants shortlisted for interview. 

 

 a. If the Minister concludes after the eligibility sift stage that the competition 

has produced an insufficiently wide range of candidates for the post, 

then he/she may direct that the post should be re-advertised, possibly 

with different job criteria. 

 

b. If the Minister concludes, after shortlisting has taken place, that an 

insufficient number of applicants has been shortlisted for interview 

against the shortlisting criteria specified for the competition, he/she may 

ask the selection panel to increase the number of candidates to go 

forward to the next stage of the competition.  This may be done only by 

the panel adjusting the application of the shortlisting criteria specified for 

the competition to produce a larger field of candidates for the next stage 

of the competition.  The size of the shortlist must not be reduced below 
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the level it has already been determined is manageable for the 

remaining stages of the competition. 

 

A.6 Following the selection process, all requisite documentation must be referred to 

the Commissioners (Stage C) for approval before referral to the Minister.  If an 

appointment is subject to the formal endorsement of the Minister, then whether 

or not he/she has chosen to become involved in the recruitment process as at 

paragraph A3, he/she must decide whether he/she wishes to endorse the 

appointment before promulgation.  Commissioners’ final approval (Stage D) 

must be sought after the Minister has endorsed the lead candidate. 

 

A.7 The candidate recommended for appointment must be the one placed first in 

order of merit by the selection panel.  The Minister may not require the 

appointment to be offered outside of merit order.  Only that candidate will be 

approved by the Commissioners for appointment, unless he/she turns down the 

offer of appointment.  In that event the position may be offered in order of merit 

to reserve candidates considered suitable for appointment, but only after 

Ministerial endorsement and Commissioner approval have been obtained. 

 

A.8 In the unlikely event that, despite having been consulted about the planning 

and operation of the competition, the Minister decides not to endorse the 

appointment of the lead candidate, the current competition must be terminated.  

If it is still desired to fill the appointment by open competition, a fresh 

competition must be initiated. 
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APPENDIX B EXCEPTIONS TO THE MERIT PRINCIPLE  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
B.1 Under Article 4(2) of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern Ireland) Order 

1999 the Commissioners may, with the approval of the Secretary of State,  

prescribe, in General Regulations, or by directions, the circumstances in which 

the principle of selection on merit on the basis of fair and open competition  

shall not apply.  Subject to any conditions which the Commissioners may 

specify in a Recruitment Code,  the Merit Principle shall not apply to a post in 

the Civil Service as set out in this Code.  This section of the Code sets out the 

circumstances in which appointments may be made under Regulation 2 of  the 

Commissioners' General Regulations.  The objective of permitting such 

arrangements is to provide flexibility, where it can be justified as necessary to 

meet the business needs of the NICS and its obligations as a good employer. 

There must also be strong and compelling grounds why it is not reasonably 

practical to make the appointment in accordance with the merit principle. 

 

B.2 In considering the application of exceptions to the Merit Principle,  departments 

should also bear in mind their continuing obligation to ensure compliance with 

relevant employment and equality legislation when carrying out their selection 

and appointment procedures. Regard should be paid to the potential for unfair 

treatment of those who are not given the opportunity to be considered for the 

appointment in question.  
 
CATEGORIES OF EXCEPTIONS TO THE MERIT PRINCIPLE 
 
B.3 Regulation 2 of the General Regulations permits appointments to be made 

other than in accordance with the Merit Principle in the following categories:- 
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(a) Inward secondments; 

 

(b) Re-appointment of former civil servants; 

 

 (c) Transfers of persons into the Northern Ireland Civil Service where the 

person holds a situation in  another Civil Service of the Crown;  

 

 (d) Transfers of persons into the Northern Ireland Civil Service where the 

person is employed on functions being transferred to the Crown; 

 

 (e) Shortage of suitable candidates; 

 

 (f) Candidates with disabilities; 

 

 (g) Appointments for exceptional reasons, justified by the needs of the   

Northern Ireland Civil Service; and 

 
 (h) Appointments under Government programmes to assist the long term    

unemployed. 

 
B.4  Appointments within the above categories may be made only in the 

circumstances described in this Code.  

 

B.5 When a department makes an appointment under one of the categories at 

paragraph B.3, the circumstances and the reasons must be clearly recorded.  

 In addition, under Article 6 of the Civil Service Commissioners (Northern 

Ireland) Order 1999, no appointment (including those made under the above 

exceptions) may be made to any post in the Senior Civil Service without the 

written approval of the Commissioners whose decision shall be final.   
 



Civil Service Commissioners for Northern Ireland  
Draft Recruitment Code 

 
Version 006 

                                                                                                                      March 2004 
 

34 

 
 
 
INWARD SECONDMENTS 
 
B.6 For the purposes of this exception, “secondment” means a voluntary transfer 

from a permanent employer for a fixed period which does not sever the 

employment relationship of the person seconded with the permanent employer. 

 
B.7 It is possible to select a person for appointment on inward secondment on the 

basis of the Merit Principle i.e. where the option of secondment has been 

offered to candidates in an open competition.  Secondments in any other 

circumstances can only be made in accordance with the provisions set out 

below.  Observance of these provisions will be subject to scrutiny e.g. in the 

course of the Commissioners’ audit of recruitment practices. 
 
B.8 A person may be seconded to a post in the Northern Ireland Civil Service, 

otherwise than on the basis of the Merit Principle, where: 

 

(i) the secondment is arranged : 

 

           (a)   by approaching a number of suitable organisations and inviting  

  them to nominate individuals for consideration, whereafter those 

  nominated must be considered fairly and selected on Merit; or 

 

(b) by participation in an exchange scheme with a specific 

organisation; or 

 

  (c) by identification of a specific individual for a post requiring specific 

skills  and knowledge ; and 
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 (ii) the secondee is formally assessed as being capable of undertaking 

effectively the duties of the post he or she has been selected to fill, and 

records are kept as to how that assessment has been made. 

  
B.9 A secondment which has been made under Regulation 2 (i.e. not made 

through open competition) must be a short term arrangement and normally 

should not last longer than 2 years.  In exceptional circumstances, such as the 

need to complete a piece of work, the department or Agency may extend the 

secondment, but the total period of the secondment must not normally exceed 

3 years. Irrespective of grade, secondments (made under Regulation 2) must 

not be extended beyond 3 years unless the prior approval of the 

Commissioners has been obtained.  Extension beyond 3 years will be 

permitted by Commissioners only when the secondee has performed to a high 

standard and where circumstances have changed to make an extension a 

significant advantage to the department or Agency. 
 
B.10 A person who has completed a secondment must not be re-appointed as a 

secondee by way of Regulation 2(a) (secondment) for a period of at least 2 

years. 
 
RE-APPOINTMENT OF FORMER CIVIL SERVANTS 
 

B.11 All individuals who are re-appointed under this exception must have originally 

been selected on Merit on the basis of  fair and open competition and must 

meet the current standards required for the post applied for. Records should be 

kept on how the suitability of the candidate has been assessed against these 

standards.  Re-appointment may take the form of reinstatement at the same or 

equivalent level as that held on resignation, or re-employment at a lower level. 
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TRANSFERS INTO THE NORTHERN IRELAND CIVIL SERVICE OF 
PERSONS HOLDING A POST IN ANOTHER CIVIL SERVICE OF THE CROWN 
 
B.12 This provision may be used to enable persons to be transferred to the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service on compassionate or other exceptional grounds from 
another Civil Service of the Crown.  Only those originally selected on Merit on 
the basis of fair and open competition may be transferred under this provision. 

 

TRANSFERS INTO THE NORTHERN IRELAND CIVIL SERVICE OF PERSONS 
EMPLOYED ON FUNCTIONS BEING TRANSFERRED TO THE CROWN 
 
B.13 This provision may be used to allow staff, engaged on work which is being 

transferred to the Crown, to be appointed to the Northern Ireland Civil Service 

without adherence to the recruitment principle of selection on Merit on the basis 

of fair and open competition. 
 
SHORTAGE OF SUITABLE CANDIDATES 
 
B.14 From time to time it may prove difficult to fill certain posts because of the 

scarcity in the labour market of the relevant professional or specialist skills.  

Where experience has shown that external competition has not brought 

forward suitable candidates, such posts may be filled by appointing an 

applicant who has reached an appropriate standard in a fair and open 

competition for an equivalent or higher position in the relevant discipline, but 

has failed to secure an appointment. 
 
CANDIDATES WITH DISABILITIES 
 
B.15 This exception allows appointments to be made on those occasions where  

 the person has been selected under arrangements where assistance was given 

to disabled persons.  
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B.16 "Disabled person” as defined in the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995 is 

“someone with a physical or mental impairment which has substantial and long-

term adverse effect on his/her ability to carry out normal day to day activities.” 

 

B.17 Any competition in which assistance is offered to disabled candidates must 

also be open to all other eligible people.  Apart from the assistance given to 

disabled candidates, the application of the Merit Principle throughout the 

stages of the recruitment process must be in accordance with the principles set 

out in this code.  

 
APPOINTMENTS FOR EXCEPTIONAL REASONS RELATING TO  
THE NEEDS OF THE NICS 
 

B.18 A person may be appointed to employment in the Northern Ireland Civil Service 

without open competition, where  

 

        (i) the person is of proven distinction; and 

 

        (ii) the appointment is justified by exceptional reasons  

 relating to the needs of the Northern Ireland Civil Service. 

  
B.19 Appointments under this category of exception must not be made without the 

prior and express agreement of Commissioners. The Commissioners will 

require to be satisfied, by the department wishing to make the appointment, as 

to all the factors in paragraph B.18 above. 
 
APPOINTMENTS UNDER GOVERNMENT PROGRAMMES 
TO ASSIST THE UNEMPLOYED 
 

B.20 This exception allows appointments to be made on those occasions where the 

person has been selected for appointment under Government programmes to 

assist the unemployed.  The Commissioners will determine from time to time 

which programmes and initiatives fall within the scope of this category. 
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B.21 The selection procedures used in determining whom to appoint within the 

specified programmes or initiatives must be demonstrably fair and based on 

the requirements of the post.  Records must be kept on how suitability for 

appointment has been assessed. 

 
B.22 Appointments under this category must be for no longer than 3 years and must 

not be renewed beyond the initial 3 year period, nor made permanent. 

 

B 23. The exceptions contained in this section are currently operating under the 

existing Recruitment Code, however the Commissioners will consider carefully 

points raised during consultation on this draft Code before finalising which 

exemptions to the Merit Principle will remain in place. 
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APPENDIX C AUDIT OF RECRUITMENT POLICIES AND PRACTICES 
 
The Legal Position 
 
C.1 Article 4 (4) of the Civil Service Commissioners (NI) Order 1999 requires 

Commissioners to audit recruitment policies and practices within the NICS to 

establish whether the Recruitment Code is being observed.  Audits are carried 

out either directly by the Commissioners or by independent consultants, 

commissioned to carry out audits on the Commissioners’ behalf. 

 
Application 
 
C.2 The objective of the audit process is to ensure that NICS recruitment and 

supporting systems are designed and operated in accordance with the 

Commissioners’ Recruitment Code.  Audits may examine any part of the 

recruitment systems and may focus on individual Departments or be carried out 

on a cross-Departmental basis.  Audit examination may include review of 

individual competition files. 

 

C.3 The audit process will aim at ensuring that the recruitment and supporting 

systems of the NICS comply with the main principles set out in this Code as 

follows: 

(i) Appointments should be made on merit; 

(ii) Appointment process should be fit for purpose; 

(iii) Appointment processes should be fair and applied with consistency; and 

(iv) Appointments are made in an open, accountable and transparent 

manner. 
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C.4 The Code contains illustrations of the Commissioners’ views as to how these 

principles should be applied in practice, and assessment of this application is 

the core of the audit process. The Commissioners accept that NICS recruitment 

practices need to be able to evolve, to keep abreast of good practice in every 

sense and they do not wish to limit such scope by prescribing a fixed process 

for recruitment.  As such the dynamic nature of recruitment systems are 

acknowledged and indeed encouraged.  The key issue for the Commissioners 

and their audit process is that the core principles are maintained whatever the 

method of delivery. 

 

Audit Procedures 
 
C.5 Departments and agencies must cooperate with all audits undertaken by or on 

behalf of the Commissioners, and any contracts or arrangements with parties 

outside of the Northern Ireland Civil Service for relevant recruitment services 

must include a requirement for the external provider to do so.  Audits will be 

undertaken in a professional manner, in a spirit of improvement and with the 

goal of sharing knowledge and best practice rather than focusing solely on 

compliance. 

 

C.6 Advance notice will be given of the intention to examine a particular area of 

recruitment or a specific Department/Agency.  This notice will be given to the 

Central Personnel Group of the NICS who will advise the Commissioners’ 

Office of the extent of their own involvement in the audit process. 

 

C.7 Audits will be conducted in an efficient manner and the audit steps will be set 

out clearly in advance of commencement.  Information will be sought from 

Departments in advance of on-site visits and adequate elapsed time made 

available to enable preparation of the information with the minimum possible 

disruption. 
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C.8 At the conclusion of an audit, findings and recommendations will be discussed 

with the representatives of those involved.  Those under audit will also have the 

opportunity to comment on audit reports in respect of matters of factual 

accuracy,  before such reports are finalised. 

 
 
Publication of Audit Reports 
 
C.9 The Commissioners shall include an account of the audit of recruitment policies 

and practices in any annual report which they may publish. 

 

C.10 Arrangements for publication of specific audit findings or reports within the 

NICS shall be agreed with the Central Personnel Group. 

 

 


