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Executive Summary 
 
The Civil Service Commission audits organisations to drive greater innovation and 
improvement in departmental practice, while ensuring the important principle of recruitment 
on merit, after fair and open competition remains the cornerstone of an effective and 
impartial Civil Service. 
 
The new audit programme better reflects the differences in scale and the challenge of 
recruitment within the different departments and organisations that the CSC regulates. 
 
For each audit the Commission requests evidence on six campaigns, with each to include 
records related to: 

o​ the job advert; 

o​ the candidate pack; 

o​ the sift records (with scores); 

o​ the interview questions; 

o​ the interview scores (with feedback); 

o​ the appointment; and  

o​ the chair / panel report. 
 
and: 

●​ requests evidence on six exceptions; 

●​ issues a questionnaire related to diversity, innovation and SCS recruitment; 

●​ identifies areas of concern; potential breaches to the Recruitment Principles; and 
clarifying evidence from the organisation required for the interim audit; 

●​ discusses the above with each organisation at an audit meeting; 

●​ moderates the final report with Civil Service Commissioners including, where 
relevant, the department’s Link Commissioner; 

●​ issues the Final Audit Report with the audit rating to the organisation; and  

●​ follows up recommendations with the organisation to ensure the actions have been 
addressed. 

 
Profile 
 
The Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (DESNZ) is a ministerial department 
responsible for UK energy security, protecting billpayers and reaching net zero. DESNZ is 
supported by 15 agencies and public bodies. 
 

●​ Headcount: 4,360 (October 2024) 
●​ Appointments: 467 (last four quarters) 
●​ Exceptions: 82 (last four quarters) 
●​ SCS1+2 / Commissioner-led competitions: 25/4 (last four quarters) 

The DESNZ audit was in October 2024. 
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The DESNZ Complexity Score is 4. This reflects a standard score for a large department 
with a varied or high profile. DESNZ was content with their complexity score. DESNZ 
engaged positively throughout the audit process. 
 
Audit Findings 
 
The audit reviewed six campaigns and six exceptions. 
 
Good Practice  
 
DESNZ clearly stated the assessment criteria at each stage of the recruitment process in the 
job advert and candidate pack and included links to the competency framework to facilitate 
candidate's understanding of the assessment method. 
 
DESNZ provided clear and constructive feedback to candidates after the interview. 
 
Areas for Improvement  

DESNZ should ensure that adverts clearly outline how desirable criteria will be used. DESNZ 
is working with their digital partner to update the job advert form for a clearer presentation of 
essential and desirable criteria. 

DESNZ should ensure all candidate outcomes are recorded on interview records, including 
non-attendance and withdrawals.  
 
Queries Raised  
 
The Commission asked how CVs are assessed. DESNZ stated that CVs were assessed 
against the person specification set out in the job advert. 

The Commission asked for an explanation of why some candidates progressed straight to 
the assessment / interview stage rather than full sift. DESNZ explained that in the event of a 
high number of applications, a sift will only take place on the lead criteria, and should the 
panel wish to reduce the field further, they move to complete a full sift. The Commission 
advised that DESNZ should ensure that this is clearly outlined in the job advert. 
 
Breaches of the Recruitment Principles  

Two Serious breaches were confirmed during the audit for the use of exclusionary criteria, in 
both cases relating to skills and experience which only a current or previous Civil Servant 
would have: ‘Significant experience of leading teams to deliver major grant schemes or 
programmes within government’ and ‘a track record of building strong relationships at all 
levels, across the department and the rest of government’. 

Two Serious breaches were identified outside the audit. One Serious Breach related to 
seeking approval to extend an exception after the contract had expired. The other Serious 
breach was for the use of an exception within 12 months of an earlier exception for the same 
individual without having sought approval from the Commission. 
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Exceptions  
 
The audit reviewed the following six exceptions: 
 

●​ Exception 1: HEO temporary appointment (Exception 1) for 1 year. 
●​ Exception 2: G7 temporary appointment (Exception 1) for 2 years. 

●​ Exception 3: EO support for government employment programme (Exception 2) for 
18 months. 

●​ Exception 4: G6 secondment (Exception 3) for 9 months. 
●​ Exception 5: SEO former civil servants (Exception 5) for 19 months.  
●​ Exception 6: EO conversion to permanency (Exception 10) from August 2024. 

 
Exception 1 usage 
 

●​ Total (last four quarters): 7 
 

DESNZ made a total of seven Exception 1 appointments. Two Exception 1 appointments 
were audited and evidenced as being used in line with their intended purposes. This is 
reasonable usage given the department’s size and complexity. 
 
The DESNZ centralised recruitment team tracks Fair and Open competitions and monitors 
exceptions. DESNZ is developing an onboarding portal. A separate secondment team also 
tracks secondment exceptions.  
 
Work is in progress to automate the system, where any approaching end dates will trigger 
the system. Manual inputs can sometimes be forgotten. 
 
Diversity, Innovation and SCS Recruitment  
 
Diversity 
 
DESNZ ran two summer internships: with Leonard Cheshire, a disability charity, to run the 
Change 100 programme; and with upReach, a social mobility charity. These are 3-4 month 
placements in which the interns gain experience working in the civil service while engaging 
in a fully supported programme. 
 
DESNZ has a dedicated GFIE team and has its accredited social mobility apprenticeship 
scheme. 
 
Innovation 
 
DESNZ is developing an Employee Value Proposition (EVP) focusing on a combination of 
values, compensation, culture, opportunities, and career development. This is tied in with an 
overall strategy on the department’s branding and includes plans for a range of inclusive 
blogs to tie in with certain themes. 
 
DESNZ is currently testing free gender decoders that support writing more inclusive and 
diverse job descriptions and adverts. The aim is to produce renewed guidance (with real 
examples of change) for hiring managers. 
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SCS Recruitment (including External by Default) 
 
The total number of SCS recruited through the fair and open process, based on merit, was 
25 for the last four quarters. 23 of these appointments were external candidates.  
 
Conclusions and Recommendations  
 
DESNZ recorded four Serious breaches, two inside the audit and two outside the audit.  
 
Two Exception 1 appointments were audited in line with the intended purpose.   
 
DESNZ evidenced some good evidence of efforts to improve recruitment diversity and 
innovation.  
 
There were 25 SCS recruitment campaigns, with 23 external appointments made, 
demonstrating good evidence of bringing external talent to the Civil Service. 
 
Management Action Plan  
 
The audit identified three recommendations:  
 
 Recommendations Priority Implementation Date 
1 DESNZ should ensure it understands the rules of the 

Recruitment Principles on the use of exceptions and, 
if it intends to extend, seeks approval from the Civil 
Service Commission in advance of an expiry date. 

  

October 2025 

2 DESNZ should ensure it understands the rules of the 
Recruitment Principles, particularly the Fair principle 
related to exclusionary criteria. 

  
October 2025 

3 DESNZ should take steps to improve record keeping 
across all campaigns, in particular, ensuring that 
candidate outcomes are recorded on sift and 
interview records. 

  

October 2025 

 
The Civil Service Commission will follow up with the organisation to ensure actions have 
been taken to address the recommendations. 
 
Moderation Meeting  
 
At the Moderation Meeting, held on 5 March 2025, Commissioners recognised findings 
around the department's use of desirable criteria, which had also arisen in a 
Commissioner-chaired competition.    
 
The Commissioners agreed the recommendations and audit rating. 
 
Audit Rating  
 
The audit rating is determined by compliance (breaches and Exception 1 usage); positive 
actions (diversity and innovation) and SCS recruitment (including external by default and 
Commissioner insight). The weighting will also be determined by the department size – for 
example, larger departments will have more SCS staff than smaller departments who may 
not have any SCS staff.  
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 Breaches Exception 1 

Usage 
Diversity Innovation SCS 

Recruitment 
Scale: 1-5 2 5 3 2 5 

Weight (100%) 40% 25% 10% 10% 15% 
Sub Score 16 25 6 4 15 

Total Score 66 
Rating FAIR 
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