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Secondment is increasingly being used as a tool for broadening out recruitment services to clients, as well as a means of providing personal development opportunities for staff.     

Tom Kelly finds out why.

Secondment originally referred to the transfer of an employee to other duties.  It is now increasingly being seen as an important development tool, and can encompass the loan of an employee to another commercial organisation, a public sector body, a charity or a voluntary group.   

              Dr Chris Brewster, Director of Human Resource Management Centre of Excellence at Henley Management College, believes secondment to be one of the most powerful management tools, if managed properly.  “It helps staff to broaden their understanding as well as motivate them.  For younger staff it is a great development tool but it can also rejuvenate older, more experienced staff” he says.


Secondment  in the recruitment sector has taken off.   “Not that many years ago secondments were a new and untried thing in this sector” says David Leithead, Director of Michael Page City   “They then became more common and in some ways (in certain sectors) were the acorn that has resulted in the recruitment outsourcing model that is so prevalent today” he says.

Initially regarded as an activity for the larger organisations, the growth of flexible working arrangements has meant secondment becoming increasingly popular in those not so large.  According to a recent career management survey by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, secondment is one of the top ten most commonly used career management practices.   

Ian Nicholas, HR and Training Director at Reed Personnel Services, sees additional benefits from external secondments to clients. “The benefits are a better understanding of the client’s business as well as a more focussed working relationship” he says.   He also feels there are  benefits to be gained from internal secondments between different sectors of the recruiter’s business. “At the moment we have a secondee working in our Reed Online business, as well as one working in one of our businesses in Melbourne, Australia”.


The close contact with the client’s business has been a major incentive to the development of external secondment arrangements.    Abi Staines, Director of Client Services at Capital Consulting, sees one-dimensional recruiters (pure agency players) as becoming fairly dated. “The advent of Recruitment Process Outsourcing, combined with more and more organisations seeking to practice direct sourcing strategies, creates the desire for a more rounded recruiter.  An individual who can demonstrate a successful track record of working both sides of the fence is highly sought after”’ she says.   

 The duration of a secondment will depend on the circumstances.    Short-term it may be part-time and last less than 100 hours.   Long-term it can last a year or eighteen months.   Secondment opportunities may be advertised on the recruiter’s Intranet or they may be asked for by the client or by staff on either side.  

The change in cultures between client and agency is not usually an issue, according to David Leithead. “Consultants are likely to have been focussing on the sector, possibly even the specific client, so it’s not likely to hold many surprises” he says.     “More than likely they will find themselves working within the Human Resources Department at the client, but exposure to line management is likely to be significant” says David.   

There can also be a strategic role for a secondee, according to Abi Staines.   “A consultant may be working on a day-today basis as part of a team within the Human Resources Department.  Strategically, they will be adding value to the Human Resources Directorate” she says.

Secondment is not without its pitfalls.   Secondees may have problems settling back in when they return.   They may not even return if the client decides to make them an offer to stay.    Ian Nicholas admits that there is always that chance.  “We can usually influence them by pointing out that recruiters have the opportunity to earn more in an agency environment”  he points out.

The secondment process brings legal issues with it.   Nicola Walker, Head of Employment  at the London office of solicitors Hogan and Hartson says it is best for all parties if things are set out in writing.  “There are the requirements of the Employment Rights Act 1996 to consider” she says   “These require employees to be given a written statement of terms and conditions of employment.  If any of these terms change, as they would do where there is a secondment, the employer must give the employee a further written statement of the changes” she points out.    

Nicola advises a contract between the two organisations, as well as a written statement informing the employee about the terms applicable to their secondment.   “The agreement between the two employers can set out who is liable if the employee claims their employment rights have been breached - perhaps they have been subjected to discrimination or harassment.  The written statement for the employee is legally required”  she says.

                Michael Page’s David Leithead believes secondment is a worthwhile experience. “Three years into my career I had a twelve month secondment to the HR department of a US bank, to run a global recruitment campaign.  It can definitely help your career as long as you stay focused on recruitment.   I have subsequently seconded a number of my staff to clients”   he says.

             Andrew, a consultant from Michael Page’s legal business is currently on a three months secondment to a firm of lawyers, recruiting across all disciplines and levels, dealing with line managers and external recruitment companies.   “From a client management perspective the experience is invaluable”  says Andrew. “You are in a position to influence people on the best recruitment decisions for them, their team and the organisation”   

            Reed’s Ian Nicholas has also seconded a number of staff to clients.   One secondee, Jenny, spent some time working for one of the large credit card companies.    “My role was to resource and supply temporary workers on site.  I found it very interesting to see the culture and the way things happened at the client”   she says.

             Another Reed secondee, Tom, is currently working in one of their businesses  in Melbourne, Australia.   “My previous role was as a Business Manager with Reed Accountancy in the UK.   My current role is International Manager for Reed Personnel Services, attracting Australian candidates to work in the UK within Reed’s specialist market.  I would definitely recommend giving secondment a go” he says.


There are certain preliminary steps that an organisation can take to 

ensure the success of the secondment process:

· Ensure there is an effective secondment policy and procedures

· Ensure there is a relevant induction for inward and outward secondees

· Ensure there are effective monitoring arrangements in place

· Ensure there is a contact point between home and host organisations

“The recruiter needs to consider carefully how to distance-manage their secondee” says David Leithead.   “They need to provide support and guidance so that the secondee does not feel abandoned, particularly in the early stages when they are likely to feel the pressure most”  


Of course it could be in those same early stages that the seconding organisation itself feels the pressure most.   There may well be major benefits to a well-managed secondment policy but you need to be ready to grasp them.    Perhaps the first preliminary step you need to take is to make sure that you have the staff available to fill the void.  
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