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Hertfordshire County Council’s (HCC) strapline is “County of Opportunity” and its 
purpose is to deliver services to County residents which provide opportunities for all 
to live and thrive.   In order to deliver this vision, the Council needs to recruit the right 
people, often to support the most vulnerable members of society.   Recruiting to 
these roles is therefore essential to the organisation’s purpose as well as the Council 
being one of the largest employers in the County, employing over 8000 people.  The 
resourcing team was set up early in 2013, having been outsourced to the private 
sector for over ten years.  The aim of insourcing was to save the Council £1m in the 
first year, in line with one of the Council’s corporate values of “Every Penny Counts”,  
which was achieved.  The team comprises of a blend of Hertfordshire County 
Council and previous private sector employees. The team works alongside other HR 
colleagues in the Business Partner and Learning and Organisational Development 
Teams to get a broad understanding of key objectives and pressures in the service 
areas.   This involves getting market analysis to understand what is happening in the 
environment, including pay rates, competition for staff and internal pressures such as 
workforce profiling and development requirements.  In this way the team is able to be 
an informed partner and contribute to the overarching objectives of the organisation 
 
 
As well as setting up the in-house team and establishing capacity, one of our key 
successes in 2014 was the Universal Free School Meals recruitment campaign.  The 
Government implemented free school meals for all infants at primary school.    The 
school meals service in Hertfordshire is delivered via a private limited company, 
Hertfordshire Catering Ltd (HCL), where the Council is the sole shareholder and the 
resourcing team supports all of its recruitment.  The challenge was to provide 252 
additional staff to deliver an extra 15,000 meals a month.   Catering roles are hard to 
fill, being geographically dispersed and relatively low paid and it was therefore going 
to be a challenge to find so many extra staff in a tight period of time to deliver these 
objectives.    
  



The team’s approach was to work closely with HCL to understand the requirements 
and then devise a campaign to attract the highest number of candidates locally.  Its 
aim was to accommodate both the aims of the service and needs of the candidates.  
Traditionally campaigns were based on printed media and advertising on the 
Council’s jobs pages.   To attract a wider pool of candidates we introduced a new 
approach, agreed with HCL.   This included a wide range of relatively low cost 
elements to the campaign.   Radio advertising was used across the county to 
highlight the vacancies and promote a series of open days.   A mobile recruitment 
bus travelling across the county, parking in towns etc also promoted the vacancies 
and encouraged candidates to apply in a number of different ways. Jobs boards 
were supplemented with leaflet drops and staff were encouraged to promote 
vacancies via a “refer a friend” scheme where they would get £100 if successful. 
 
Open days were set up for candidates, often at job centres, and these were staffed 
by the Resourcing team and hiring managers so that candidates could come along, 
find out what the jobs were like, apply, be interviewed immediately and start their 
Disclosure and Barring Service and pre-employment checks all on one visit.  The 
application form was simplified so that it would be quick and easy to complete and 
candidates were given the choice of completing it in paper format or on line.   These 
open days have continued on a rolling basis due to their popularity. 
  
In a three month period over 800 applications were generated, 400 interviews and 
assessments conducted and 275 people recruited.   As a result of the cost effective 
attraction strategy, campaign analysis showed that the media spend was 
approximately £15.00 per applicant.  The process reduced time to hire by 32%.  This 
was business critical as the market for school catering services is very competitive 
and HCL needs to secure and retain contracts in a commercial environment to 
remain viable as a company.   92.6% of infants at school have taken up the free 
school meals offering.   As a result of the successful campaign HCL was able to 
increase the number of meals delivered by 11.6%.   It has delivered 58,000 meals 
per day across primary schools in the 12 month period since Universal Free School 
Meals was introduced.   Recruiting to the roles to be able to provide this service was 
seen a critical success factor. 
 
Turnover in this sector is traditionally high and therefore HCC and HCL have worked 
jointly to reduce it.   For those recruited as part of the campaign a starter 
questionnaire was introduced and new staff are contacted after 3 and 6 weeks to find 
out how they are settling in.   In addition the exit interview process has been 
reviewed and the form reduced from 7 to 2 pages to encourage take up.   
Responsibility for exit interviews and completion of the forms has been moved from 
Contract managers to Cook Managers locally to make it more accessible.    
Following feedback, terms and conditions have been reviewed.  Pay has been 
restructured and two spinal column points removed, increasing rates for staff.   
 
The success of the campaign for Universal Free School Meals has had a significant 
impact on the company (which has grown from 1500 to 1752 staff) and the 
relationship between HCC and HCL.   The usual approach for top level roles was to 
go to outside agencies to search for candidates alongside traditional advertising.   As 
a result of the confidence placed in the team, in October 2014 it directly sourced a 
new Chief Finance Officer, also a hard to fill role.    This success then led to being 



asked to take the same approach for an Operations Manager.    This approach is a 
real shift in what was formerly a traditional service with strong views on sourcing and 
attraction strategies.  
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