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In the current era of financial stringency, pressure on profit margins and 
value for money, it is axiomatic that the efficient and effective use of the 
human resource is critical. As key element in this utilization must be good 
practice in manpower planning. This article contains the results of a 
survey of manpower planning practice in organisations in the public and 
private sector in Northern Ireland.

The increased recognition by organisations tht manpower planning is an 
organisational priority is well shown by McDonagh (1986) where 
personnel professionals indicate a significant shift in their priority 
activities. A shown in table 1, in the past and present the priorities are 
noted to be the traditional routine, reactive tasks of recruitment, selection 
and employee benefits, but in 5 years from now a more proactive strategic 
role in integrating human resource strategies and business strategy is 
envisaged. This movement in priorities is confirmed by Cairns and Smyth 
(1986) in Northern Ireland, and by Burack (1985) and Golden and 
Ramanujam (1985) in the United States.

7able 1: Top H um an  Resource Priorities

5 years ago Today 5 years from  now
1. R ecru itm en t & R ecru itm en t & D eveloping hu m an

Selection Selection resource strategies

2. E q u a l Em ploym ent Pay & Benefits H u m a n  R esources
O p p o rtu n ity P lan n in g

3. Pay & Benefits Em ployee O verall Business
C om m unications P lan n in g

4. W orking  Rules & H u m an  R esources R ecru itm en t & Selection
C o n d itio n s P lann ing

5. O rg an isa tio n  Design O verall Business Em ployee
C om m unica tions

The focus within the survey reported here was on how the individual 
organisation dealt internally with manpower planning rather than an
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H u m an  R esource M anagem ent, University of U lste r at Jordanstow n.
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examination of links, particularly in labour supply, with industry wide or 
regional systems. Planning in this area is believed to be of little practical 
value to the organisation, a dissatisfaction shared by Jenkins (1979) and 
Richter (1984).

Survey Method and Sample
Most organisations carry out manpower planning to a certain extent, but 
practice varies. For the purposes of this survey, however, a more 
determinate form of manpower planning is implied and is defined as 
follows:

“Planning for the right number of people to be in the 
right place at the right time at the right cost to 
ensure achievement of organisational objectives.”

The study population used in this survey was derived from a listing of 147 
organisations employing more than 250 persons in the public and private 
sectors. This employment figure was chosen as being the size of 
organisation in which one could reasonably expect to find an established 
manpower control function.

A postal questionnaire, which was first tested in a pilot study with 14 
organisations, was sent to each of the 147 identified organisations. In all, 
after follow up, 76 useable questionnaires were returned, representing a 
51.7% response rate. An analysis of organisations which failed to respond 
to the questiomiare did not produce statistically significant trends.

Survey Results
Usage and Processes
A large majority, 92% of the organisations surveyed claim to carry out 
manpower planning as defined above. The remainder envisage an 
involvement in manpower planning in the future. The processes carried 
out on a regular basis are shown in Table 2.

Demand forecasting, the determination of future manpower needs, is seen 
as the most used process. Yet to forecast demand at a particular grade it 
is essential to understand the impact of retirement, voluntary and induced 
wastage on that grade. And as fewer respondents estimate their rate of 
wastage (76%) or indeed have replacement policies (74%) than forecast 
demand (93%) we must see a degree of wishful thinking in some 
responses. It is encouraging though that many respondents do use all the 
processes required for effective manpower planning in the determination 
of the demand and supply for staff.
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Table 2: Manpower Planning Processes

%
E stim ating  an ticipated  fu ture dem and  for m anpow er 93

Iden tify ing  specific m anpow er problem s 89

Iden tify ing  possible fu tu re changes an d  considering  how each projected 
change effects the m anpow er system 84

C o m b in in g  the relevant factors together in a way th a t assists m anpow er 
decisions 82

E stim ating  the  rate o f wastage 76

A ssessing the replacem ent policies 74

D efin ing  the m anpow er system 60
N = 76 .

R espon sib ility  jo r  M an pow er P lanning
As show in Table 3 in 48% of the organisations manpower planning was 
a Personnel responsibility, and 66% of the respondents indicated that the 
task should lie with Personnel. This desire to shift responsibilites to 
Personnel is in contrast to the last major survey on manpower planning 
conducted by Thakur (1975) for the Institute of Personnel Management. 
This report showed that while 84% of the companies surveyed stated that 
Personnel was responsible for manpower planning only 74% believed it 
was the correct place. This switch in the direction of desired location may 
be attributed to a change in opinion in the intervening years which now 
sees personnel as a more strategic, central and proactive function. In 
Northern Ireland we see, compared to Thakur (1975), four times as many 
corporate planning and production functions responsible for manpower 
planning. But we see a desire to move responsibility from these functions 
— a reversal of the desired shift shown by Thakur (1975). Has the move 
in responsibility away from Personnel between 1975-1986 been a failure

Table 3: R esponsibility fo r  M a n p o w er P lanning

D ep a rtm en t W ho Actually % D ifference % W ho Should %

P ersonnel 48 15 . 62
C o rp o ra te  P lann ing 15 - 5 10
P ro d u c tio n 12 - 7 5
F inance 9 - 4 5
O th e r 8 -  1 9
M an p o w e r P lann ing 8 1 9

T o ta l 100%
N = 70

100%
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a n d  d o  o rg a n is a tio n s  n o w  w ish  to  m ove b a c k  to  th e  e a r l ie r  p o s itio n ?  A  la c k  
o f  d e s ire  fo r  in c re a s e d  in v o lv e m e n t o f  the  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  
d e p a r tm e n t ,  8%  a c tu a l  to  9 %  sh o u ld , in d ic a te s  la rg e ly  th a t  o n ly  a  l im ite d  
n u m b e r  o f  N o r th e r n  I r e la n d  o rg a n isa tio n s  ca n  s u p p o r t  a  m a n p o w e r  
p la n n in g  d e p a r tm e n t .

Purpose o f  M anpow er Planning
T a b le  4 show s th a t  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  p u rp o se  o f  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  is 
to  e n s u re  th e  e ffec tiv e  u se  o f  m an p o w er. I t  is n o ta b le  th a t ,  g iv e n  le g is la t io n  
o n  e q u a li ty  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  a n d  th e  in te rn a tio n a l  p re s s u re  o n  N o r th e r n  
I r e la n d  in d u s t ry  c o n c e r n in g  w o rk p lace  d is c r im in a tio n ,  o n ly  3 6 %  o f  th e  
o rg a n is a tio n s  b e lie v e d  m o n ito r in g  e q u a l o p p o r tu n i t ie s /f a i r  e m p lo y m e n t 
issu es w as a  p u r p o s e  a t  a ll a n d  o n ly  4%  v iew ed  it a s  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t .  
4 5 %  s ta te  th a t  c a r e e r  p la n n in g  is a  p u rp o se . T h is  re f le c ts  a  c o n c e rn  b y  
o rg a n is a tio n s  to  c o n s id e r  m o re  closely  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  s ta ff  in  a n  e r a  
w h e re  p ro m o tio n  c a n  r a r e ly  b e  c o n s id e re d  a  p u s h  flow. N o w  m o v e m e n t  
is g e n e ra te d  by  a  v a c a n c y  a t  th e  h ig h e r  level, c r e a te d  la rg e ly  b y  ‘d e a d  
m a n ’s s h o e s ’ o r  e a r ly  r e t i re m e n t .  A  re la te d  u n s t r u c tu r e d  q u e s tio n  ‘W h a t  
d o  you  re g a rd  a s  th e  m a in  a d v a n ta g e s  o f  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  fo r  y o u r  
o rg a n is a t io n  s-o f a r ? ’ re in fo rc e d  th is  c a re e r  p la n n in g  ro le  w h e re  t r a in in g  
a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t fo r  in d iv id u a ls  w as id e n tif ie d  b y  a  n u m b e r  o f  
re s p o n d e n ts .

Table 4: Purpose o f  M anpow er Planning

% M ost
% C hosen Im porl

E nsu re  effective use of M anpow er 89 58

C o n tro l L ab o u r C osts 79 23

Assess R ecru itm en t N eeds 73 8

E stablish  the best cost balance between p lan t and 
m anpow er ............. -58 7

A ntic ipate  redu ndancies an d  avoid unnecessary  
dism issals 56

Assist career p lan n in g 45

H elp  industria l rela tions negotiations 40

Assess fu tu re  prem ises requ irem en ts 38

M o n ito r equal o p p o rtu n itie s /fa ir  em ploym ent 
issues 36 4

O th e r 2
100

M ethods o f M anpow er P lanning
23%  o f  th e  o r g a n is a t io n s  u se  c o m p u te rs , a n d  19%  u se  c o m p u te r  
m o d e ll in g  in  c a r r y in g  o u t  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  as sh o w n  in  T a b le  5.



42 IBAR — IRISH BUSINESS AND ADMINISTRATIVE RESEARCH

Table 5: Computer Usage

Yes No D on’t K now

T h e  co m p u ter is an  in tegral p a rt of 
the m anpow er p lanning  process 23 70 7

A ntic ipa tion  o f usage in  the fu ture 40 57 3

U se of C o m p u te r M odelling 19 72 9

W ith  th e  a v a ila b ili ty  o f  ea sy  to  u se  m o d e ls  f ro m , fo r  e x a m p le , th e  I n s t i tu te  
o f  M a n p o w e r  S tu d ie s  in  S ussex  U n iv e rs ity , th is  is a  low  re sp o n se . T h e  u se  
o f  less s o p h is tic a te d  m o d e ls  m a y  b e  e x p la in e d  b y  th e  f in d in g s  o f  E d w a rd s  
(1983), in  h is  c o m p re h e n s iv e  su rv ey  o f  m o d e ls  a n d  th e ir  a p p l ic a tio n , th a t  
th e re  a  is ‘g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  a c a d e m ic  l i t e r a tu r e  o n  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  
a n d  w h a t  m a n p o w e r  p la n n e rs  a n d  p e rs o n n e l m a n a g e rs  a c tu a lly  d o  b y  w ay  
o f  re a l life  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g ’. W e w o u ld  a g re e  w ith  th is  o p in io n . I t  is 
th e  u se  o f  s im p le  m o d e ls  in  a  m o n ito r in g  a n d  a n a ly tic  ro le  r a th e r  th a n  a 
c o m p le x  fo re c a s tin g  m o d e  w h ich  w ill p ro d u c e  a  g re a te r  b e n e f it  to  th e  
o rg a n is a t io n .  T h is  p ra c tic a l  p ra g m a tic  a p p r o a c h  u n d e r p in s  th e  w o rk  o f  
th e  I n s t i tu te  o f  M a n p o w e r  S tu d ie s  as  re f le c te d  b y  B e n n iso n  a n d  C a s s o n
(1986).

Government Supply o f  Trained M anpower
T h e  o p in io n s  o n  th e  success o f  G o v e rn m e n t  in  su p p ly in g  ‘t r a in e d  
m a n p o w e r ’ w as e x a m in e d  in  o n e  q u e s tio n  o n ly  a n d  th e  re su lts  a r e  sh o w n  
in  T a b le  6. O n ly  th e  schoo l se c to r  is se e n  o n  b a la n c e  as  in a d e q u a te  in  th e  
p ro v is io n  o f  a p p ro p r ia te  k n o w led g e  a n d  sk ill, a n d  u n a b le  to  a n t ic ip a te  
f u tu r e  n e e d s . I t  is n o te w o rth y  th a t  G o v e r n m e n t ,  la rg e ly  th r o u g h  th e  
G o v e rn m e n t  T ra in in g  C e n tre s , (n o w  r e n a m e d  T ra in in g  C e n tre s ) ,  th e  
U n iv e r s i ty  se c to r  (w h ic h  n o w  in c lu d e s  th e  v o c a tio n a lly  b ia s e d  fo rm e r  
U ls te r  P o ly te c h n ic  a t  J o r d a n s to w n )  a n d  e sp ec ia lly  th e  te c h n ic a l co lleges, 
a r e  v ie w e d  as  p ro v id e rs  o f  k n o w le d g e a b le  a n d  sk illed  m a n p o w e r.

Table 6: Adequacy o f  S k ill Provision

Govt. Schools Colleges Univ.
Yes No Yes No Yes N o Yes N o

1. Level o f know ledge 
an d  skill 53 31 43 40 64 21 56 25

2. A pprop ria teness of 
know ledge & skill 44 35 26 58 53 31 43 35

3. A n tic ip a tin g  fu ture 
needs 44 36 31 49 47 38 44 35

W e w o u ld  e x p e c t th e  schoo l r a t in g  to  im p ro v e  as w e see th e  im p a c t o f  th e  
in t r o d u c t io n  o f  G e n e ra l  C e r t if ic a te  o f  S e c o n d a ry  E d u c a tio n ,  th e
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C e r t i f ic a te  o f  P re -v o c a tio n  E d u c a tio n , p ilo ted  in 1984 a n d  th e  s p in - o f f  
in f lu e n c e  o f  th  e T e c h n ic a l a n d  V o ca tio n a l E d u c a tio n  In i t ia t iv e ,  p r o m o te d  
in  E n g la n d  a n d  W ales. G o v e rn m e n t is m a k in g  f u r th e r  c o n s id e r a b le  
im p a c t  th r o u g h  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  Y outh  T ra in in g  P ro g r a m m e ,  in to  
w h ic h  16,000 y o u n g  p e o p le  e n te re d  in  A p ril 1985 —  M a r c h  1986 , a n d  
th r o u g h  w h ic h  in  th is  p e r io d  6 2 %  o f  th e  leavers f o u n d  e m p lo y m e n t .

/

Conclusions
I n  a n  e c o n o m y  w h e re  th e re  a re  few  n a tu ra l  re so u rce s  a n d  w h ic h  is  lo c a te d  
o n  th e  p e r ip h e ry  o f  n a t io n a l ,  as w ell as w o rld  m a rk e ts , i f  N o th e r n  I r e l a n d  
is to  p r o s p e r  it will b e  b e c a u s e  o f  e ffec tive  a n d  e ff ic ien t u se  o f  o u r  sk il le d  
a n d  t r a in e d  m a n p o w e r. M a n p o w e r  p la n n in g , n o t  s im p ly  as  a  
m a th e m a t ic a l  m o d e l o f  d e m a n d  a n d  supply , b u t as  th e  b a s is  o f  w ell 
d e s ig n e d  m aiL pow er s tra te g y  co v e r in g  c o rp o ra te  s t r a te g y  th r o u g h  
r e c r u i tm e n t  te  t r a in in g ,  c a n  m a k e  a  s ig n ific an t c o n t r ib u t io n  to  th is  
p ro sp e r ity . M a n y  r e s p o n d e n ts  e m p h a s iz e  th e  effec tive  u se  o f  m a n p o w e r .  
W e c o m m e n d  th is . I t  is e n c o u ra g in g  th a t  o n ly  o n e  r e s p o n d e n t  to o k  th e  
s h o r t- s ig h te d  r ie w  th a t  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  w as i r r e le v a n t  a s  “ s e m i­
sk illed  la b o u r  w as  so e a s ily  a v a ila b le ”. O n e  p u rp o se , w h ic h  w a s  in  o u r  
v ie w  u n d e r - e m p h a s iz e d  by  re sp o n d e n ts , w as in d iv id u a l c a r e e r  p la n n in g ,  
w h ic h  is c r it ic a l to  m a in ta in  th e  c o m m itm e n t o f  in d iv id u a ls  w h e r e  
p r o m o tio n  th r o u g h  e x p a n s io n  is n o t  ava ilab le . T h e  b e n e f i t  o f  m a n p o w e r  
p la n n in g ,  fo r th e  in d iv id u a l ,  is w ell d e m o n s tra te d , fo r  e x a m p le , b y  D a v ie s  
a n d  H o w a rd  (1981) in  B ra d fo rd  M e tro p o l i ta n  D is tr ic t  C o u n c il .

C a r e e r  p la n n in g  w ill b e c o m e  m o re  im p o r ta n t  in  th e  f u tu r e  a s  
o rg a n is a tio n s  m o v e  to w a rd s  th e  co re  g ro u p  p h ilo s o p h y  d e s c r ib e d  b y  
A tk in s o n  (1984). T h is  c o re  g ro u p  w ill p e r fo rm  th e  o rg a n is a tio n -s p e c if ic ,  
a c tiv i tie s  a n d  w ill b e  fu n c tio n a lly  flex ib le, a c c e p tin g  m u l t id i s c ip l in e  
p ro je c t  te a m s , r e d u c e d  d e m a r c a t io n  lines , c h a n g in g  c a re e r s  a n d  c o n s ta n t  
r e tr a in in g .  T h is  s m a lle r  c o re  g ro u p  w ill o ffe r few er p r o m o t io n  p r o s p e c ts  
th a n  c u r r e n t  Larger g ro u p s  a n d  c a re fu l c a re e r  m a n a g e m e n t  w ill b e  
r e q u ir e d  to  a v o id  u n n e c e s s a ry  w astag e . In  g en e ra l w e f in d  it  e n c o u r a g in g  
th a t  su c h  a  Large p r o p o r t io n  o f  o rg a n isa tio n s  s u rv e y e d  c a r r y  o u t  
m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  a n d  re c o g n ise  th e  n e e d  to  u ti l iz e  in f o r m a t io n  
tech n o lo g y .

W h ile  th e  w ill to  u ti l iz e  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  is u n d o u b te d ly  th e r e ,  w e  
w o u ld , h o w e v e r ex p re ss  so m e  c o n c e rn  a b o u t th e  level o f  c o m p le te n e s s  o f  
th e  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  p ro ce ss , w h ich  is e v id e n c e d  in  th e  la c k  o f  
c o m p u te r  m o d e llin g . R e sp o n se s  to  a  q u e s tio n  a b o u t  m a jo r  p r o b le m s  a n d  
d ifficu ltie s  su g g e s te d  th a t  b a s ic  issu es  in  d e v e lo p in g  m a n p o w e r  p la n s  h a d  
n o t  b e e n  o v e rc o m e , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e  su p p ly  o f  la b o u r .  A  fo llo w -u p  
in te rv ie w  w ith  r e s p o n d e n ts  sh o w ed  th a t  p a ra m e te r s  fo r  m o d e l l in g  o n  th e
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s u p p ly  s id e , such  as  p ro m o tio n  policy, r e c ru i tm e n t ,  w a s ta g e  ra te s , la b o u r  
u t i l iz a t io n  a n d  th e  le a rn in g  p ro cess , w ere  n o t fu lly  c o n s id e re d .

W e  a r e  c a u tio u s  o f  a c c e p tin g  th e  o p in io n  o f  so m e  c u r r e n t  p ra c t i t io n e r s  
t h a t  th e y  h av e  u se d  th e  te c h n iq u e s  o f  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  to  th e ir  
m a x im u m  effect. S o m e o rg a n is t io n s , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e  p u b lic  se rv ice , 
r e c o g n is in g  th e  n e e d  to  im p ro v e  th e ir  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g ,  a r e  a p p o in t in g  
s ta f f  a n d  u n d e r ta k in g  spec ia l in it ia t iv e s  in  th is  a re a .  W e a lso  a d v ise  th a t  
th e y  d o  n o t  leave p la n n in g  so le ly  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  p e rso n n e l 
d e p a r tm e n t ,  w h ich  is n o t d ire c tly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  m a n p o w e r  u t i l iz a tio n  
a n d  is o f te n  c o n fro n te d  b y  o th e r  p r io r i tie s  e x p e c ia lly  th o se  in  th e  
in d u s t r ia l  r e la tio n s  a re a . T h e  c r it ic a l n e e d  to  h av e  l in e  m a n a g e m e n t  
in v o lv e m e n t at th e  p la n n in g  s tag e  o f  a  m a n p o w e r  p la n  c a n n o t  b e  
o v e rs ta te d .

O u r  m a jo r  h o p e  fo r  th e  o rg a n is a tio n s  su rv e y e d  is  th a t  th e ir  in v o lv e m e n t 
w ith  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  c a n  b e  t r a n s f e r r e d  in to  th a t  s tr a te g ic  h u m a n  
re s o u r c e  a c tiv ity  w h ich  c h a ra c te r is e d  th e  le a d in g  c o m p a n ie s . R e se a rc h  
e v id e n c e  o f  re c e n t y ea rs  by  M c M illa n  a n d  S c h ile r  (1985) w h o  fo u n d  in  
‘c a se  a f te r  ca se ’ th a t  successfu l c o m p a n ie s  c a p ita liz e  o n  c r it ic a l h u m a n  
re s o u r c e  sk ills, is c o n f irm e d  b y  M c D o n a g h  (1986) a n d  B u ra c k  (1985).

T h e  o rg a n is a t io n  w h ich  u til iz e s  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  to  its  fu lle s t ca n  
p r o s p e r  in  th e  e ra  o f  f in a n c ia l s tr in g e n cy . W e w o u ld  h o p e  th a t  o u r  re su lts  
a n d  c o m m e n ts  w ill allow  o rg a n is a tio n s  to  rev ie w  th e i r  c u r r e n t  e ffo rts  a n d  
h e n c e  th r o u g h  th e  w id e r  u se  o f  m a n p o w e r  p la n n in g  s e c u re  m o r e  e ff ic ien t 
a n d  e ffec tiv e  h u m a n  re so u rc e  u ti l iz a t io n .
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