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Communication between HRConnect and you 
 
HRConnect will issue electronically as many competition communications as possible, 
you should therefore check your email account to make sure that you don’t miss any 
important communications in relation to this competition. There may, however, still be a 
necessity to issue some correspondence by hard copy mail. 
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BACKGROUND 

 
 
The Department 
 
The overall aim of the Executive Office is to contribute to and oversee the co-
ordination of Executive policies and programmes to deliver a peaceful, fair, equal 
and prosperous society. 
 
Key Executive Office objectives 
 
In pursuing this aim, the key interlinked objectives of the Department are: 

 Driving investment and sustainable development: Through regeneration of 
strategic former military sites; promoting effective long-term capital planning 
and delivery; and, promoting the Executive’s policy interests internationally 

 Tackling Disadvantage and Promoting Equality of Opportunity: By driving a 
programme across Government to reduce poverty; promoting and protecting 
the interests of children, older people, people with disabilities, victims and 
survivors, and other socially excluded groups; addressing inequality and 
disadvantage; and, drive the delivery of Government responsibilities in a 
sustainable manner 

 The effective operation of the institutions of government in the delivery of an 
agreed Programme for Government: By providing a central source of 
information, co-ordination and advice to departments on Executive, Assembly, 
and legislative procedures; co-ordinating and reviewing the Programme for 
Government; driving the more efficient and sustainable use of capital assets 
across Government; and, ensuring the structure of public administration is 
efficient, effective and sustainable 

 
Further information can be found on the Department's website. 
 
Ministerial Responsibilities 
 
The roles of the First Minister and deputy First Minister include leading and 
coordinating the work of the Nl Executive and the response of the Northern 
Ireland administration to external relationships. 
 
The First Minister and deputy First Minister co-chair the Executive and lead the 
Executive's representation at plenary meetings of the North South Ministerial 
Council, the British Irish Council and at the Joint Ministerial Committee. They are 
also joint heads of the Executive Office, a department which deals with a wide 
range of policy issues in addition to supporting the institutions of government. 
 
The Executive Office Private Office is headed jointly by the Principal Private 
Secretary to the First Minister and the Principal Private Secretary to the deputy 
First Minister, and includes the Private Secretary to the First Minister, Private 
Secretary to the deputy First Minister and Private Secretaries to each of the 
Junior Ministers. In addition, a Central Correspondence Unit coordinates the   
processing of papers, including correspondence and departmental submissions 
between the Private Offices. 
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The  Private  Office,  working  closely  with  the  relevant  special  advisers, TEO 
officials and other Executive Departments, is responsible for providing Ministers 
with the advice and support they need in order to fulfil effectively their Ministerial 
functions. This includes support in relation to policy advice, the legislative 
programme, Assembly Questions and debates, correspondence, meetings and 
diary commitments and more generally the Ministers' roles in the Executive, the 
Assembly, the North/South Ministerial Council, the British-Irish Council and other 
forums. 
 
The work of the Private Office is agreed jointly by both the First Minister and 
deputy First Minister. This joint working adds a dimension of complexity and 
political sensitivity to the work of Private Office.  
 
These challenging posts provide a unique opportunity to work in the private office 
of the First Minister or deputy First Minister, and to work with other Executive 
Ministers, the Northern Ireland Assembly, departments and the public. 
 
The successful candidate will be based in either the First Minister’s or deputy 
First Minister's Private Office. 
 
Private Office staff work to challenging deadlines and the post holder will be 
required to work outside normal office hours, sometimes at short notice and on 
occasions at weekends. 
 

 
 

In addition, the First Minister and deputy First Minister are supported by a number 
of Special Advisers who work closely with the Private Offices.  
 
 
 

First Minister and deputy First Minister 

First Minister’s 
Private Office 

 

deputy First 
Minister‘s  

Private Office 

Junior 
Minister’s 

Office 

 

Grade 3 

Junior 
Minister’s 

Office 

 

Central 

Correspondence Unit 

HOCS 
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JOB DESCRIPTION 
 
There are currently two permanent, full time vacancies. 
 
Further appointments may be made from this competition should NICS 
positions become vacant which have similar duties and responsibilities. 
 
Applications Invited From 
 
Trawls are open to all staff in all grades and disciplines who consider that they 
meet the eligibility criteria. Staff who have been advised by their Department 
in writing that they have been excluded from promotion/selection are excluded 
from the field of consideration. 
 
Salary and Allowances 
 
£28,706 - £29,307 
 
Salary will be within the above range.  Pay progression will be as per current 
NICS pay policy.  Starting salary on appointment will be determined by 
promotion, re-grading or downgrading terms.  Please refer to the Pay and 
Grading Chapter of the Staff Handbook. 
 
Location 
 
The post holders will be based at Stormont Castle and Parliament Buildings, 
Stormont Estate, Belfast.  
 
Hours of Work 
 
The normal conditioned hours of work are full-time: 37 hours excluding meal 
breaks Monday to Friday.  Diary Secretaries carry a heavy workload and may 
be required to work long and unsocial hours. Working within the Private Office 
environment can therefore often be demanding and pressurised requiring a 
high level of personal flexibility and resilience. 
 
 
Pre-Appointment Checks 
 
The successful applicants will be required to satisfy the Counter Terrorist 
Check security vetting requirements for the post.  
 
Trial Period 
 
On transfer as the result of a trawl, you will serve a trial period, normally of 3 
months' duration. If the initial trial period is completed successfully, the post 
holder will continue to serve the remaining nine months of the standard 12-
month trial period in line with the procedures set out in section 10 (Trawl 
Notice Procedures) of Chapter 1.05 of the HR Handbook, Career 
Opportunities and Promotion. 
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If the appointment is made on promotion from a grade below Executive Officer 
I, the successful candidate will transfer on temporary promotion for the initial 
three month period. On satisfactory completion of the initial trial period, the 
candidate will be substantively promoted to Executive Officer I and will, if 
applicable, transfer permanently to the new Department and will continue to 
serve the remaining 9 months of the standard 12 month trial period. 
 
At the end of the trial period both you and the employing Department or 
Branch will consider whether the posting should be made permanent. 
 
If the posting is not made permanent, the officer will be transferred back to the 
former grade/discipline (where applicable) but will remain in their new 
Department (where applicable). Only where absolutely necessary will the 
officer be considered for a return to their former Department or, if necessary 
the wider NICS. 
 
Further Information 
 
Applicants wishing to learn more about the post before deciding to apply may 
telephone Karen Wilson n 02890378222 or on extension 88222 or by emailing 
karen.wilson@executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk 
 
If you have any questions about the competition process, you should contact 
HRConnect on 0800 1 300 330 or email: recruitment@hrconnect.nigov.net. 
 

mailto:@executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk
mailto:recruitment@hrconnect.nigov.net
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KEY RESPONSIBILITIES 
 

The main role of this post is to manage the Minister’s diary, whilst providing   
administrative support to the Private Secretaries, Principal Private Secretary 
and Special Advisers. The individual will have to take account of the Minister’s 
Constituency and Party obligations when managing the diary. 
 
The successful candidates will be expected to have sufficient knowledge of 
the duties performed by Private Secretaries, Assistant Private Secretary, 
Assistant Diary Secretary and Administrative Support to maintain the function 
of some processes when they are on leave.   
 
Due to ever changing priorities within the Private Office, they must have 
excellent organisational and prioritisation skills, and also have the ability to 
work effectively within a pressurised environment, at times involving long 
hours and frequent changes in plans and priorities. They will be expected to 
be polite and courteous at all times and professional in appearance when 
dealing with Ministers and/or visitors.   
 
Line management for this post will be the responsibility of the Private 
Secretary to the Junior Minister.    
 
The Diary Secretary will have line management responsibility for the Assistant 
Diary Secretary. 
 
The Private Office’s main activity is to provide a personal and administrative 
support service to the First or deputy First Minister and Junior Minister. The 
office is part of TEO and acts as the main link between the Minister and 
Ministerial Colleagues, the Executive, MLAs, Assembly staff and all NICS 
Departments. 
 
Purpose and Objectives 
 
The Diary Secretary’s role is to construct and manage a programme of 
engagements for the Minister to accommodate the demands on their time as 
First Minister and deputy First Minister in the NI Executive.  
 
The Diary Secretary must display a high level of personal organisation and an 
ability to prioritise among many competing tasks. He/she must have strong 
verbal and written skills and have tact and confidence when dealing with 
Ministers, VIPs etc.   
 
The Diary Secretary is required to: 
 

 manage the Minister’s Diary; 
 

 develop close working relationship between the First Minister’s and 
deputy First Minister’s office and ensure effective co-ordination is 
maintained in relation to Ministerial events and meetings.  A key 
element to this role requires strong negotiating and communication 
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skills, managing the brokering process and seeking agreement for both 
offices; 

 

 commission timely briefing and advice on the suitability of Ministers’ 
attendance at meetings and events ensuring that any briefing is 
commissioned and provided in accordance with Private Office 
guidelines and is presented appropriately; 
 

 take account of the Minister’s Constituency and Party obligations. 
 

 monitor and prioritise papers for Ministers’ consideration 
 

 organise Minister’s engagements to maximise the effectiveness of 
Minister’s time allocated to TEO business; 

 

 maintain a network of contacts within the Department and other NI 
Departments and private offices; and 

 

 act as an efficient interface between Departmental Officials, members 
of the public and the Minister. 

 

 arrange programmes for outside visits, liaising with organisers and 
ensuring that appropriate arrangements are made; 

 

 be responsible for the arrangement of events hosted by the Minister eg 
dinners, receptions etc 

 

 manage and monitor the flow of paper within in the office; and 
 

 assisting the Private Secretaries in the operational management of the 
Private Office. 

 

 have line management responsibility for the Assistant Diary Secretary. 
 
The above list is not exhaustive and is provided to give an overview of 
the role. The emphasis on particular duties will vary over time according 
to business needs. 
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ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA 
 
Applicants must, by the closing date for applications: 
 

1. At least 2 years’ experience in a post which has involved direct contact 
with Ministers or elected representatives, senior officials*, business or 
community leaders. 

AND 
 

2. Experience of successful business delivery in a fast-paced 
environment with the ability to manage competing demands and 
priorities;  

AND 
 

3. Experience of communicating effectively (both verbal and written) 
within a sensitive environment** adhering to confidentiality procedures; 

AND 
 

4. Experience of working effectively as part of a team, to include the 
ability to manage workloads and delegate tasks effectively. 

 
*Senior Officials would normally be at Grade 5 level or equivalent 
or above. 
 
**Sensitive environment is defined as an area of work with 
multiple stakeholders including Senior Officials, Ministers, local 
politicians, other Governments and outside bodies or 
organisations. 
 

 
 
 

SHORTLISTING CRITERIA  
 
In addition applicants should be aware that after an eligibility sift, should it be 
necessary to shortlist candidates to go forward to the next stage of selection, 
the following shortlisting criteria will be used: 
 

1. At least one year’s experience (gained within the last 7 years) of 
working within a Minister’s private office.  
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Please note: 
 

 It is essential that you clearly demonstrate in your application 
form how and to what extent (including dates where applicable) 
you meet each of the essential criteria and shortlisting criteria for 
the post. 

 You must provide sufficient details to allow the panel to assess 
how well you meet these requirements. 

 It is the responsibility of the candidate to ensure the application 
form is completed appropriately, candidates are therefore 
strongly advised to demonstrate each criterion in the section of 
the form that specifically addresses that criterion. 

 If you do not clearly demonstrate in your application form that you 
meet all the essential criteria and if necessary, the shortlisting 
criteria you will not be invited to interview. 

 Only the details provided by you for the eligibility and shortlisting 
criteria, in Part 3 of your application form will be available to the 
sift panel. 
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PERSON SPECIFICATION 
 
Candidates will be expected to demonstrate the skills and competencies set 
out in the eligibility criteria and shortlisting criteria (if applicable).  In addition, 
they will also be required to demonstrate the skills and competencies set out 
in the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) competence framework at Level 2 
for the purposes of personal and professional development. 
 
Diary Secretary is analogous to Executive Officer 1 in the NICS. 
 
What is the NICS competence framework? 
 
The competence framework sets out how all NICS employees should work.  It 
puts the Civil Service values of integrity, honesty, objectivity and impartiality at 
the heart of everything they do, and it aligns to the three high-level leadership 
behaviours that every civil servant needs to model as appropriate to their role 
and level of responsibility: Set Direction; Engage People and Deliver Results.  
Competencies are the skills, knowledge and behaviours that lead to 
successful performance.  The framework outlines ten competencies, which 
are grouped into three clusters.  The competencies are intended to be 
discrete and cumulative, with each level building on the levels below i.e. a 
person demonstrating a competence at level 3 should be demonstrating levels 
1 and 2 as a matter of course. 
 
The Northern Ireland Civil Service competence framework can be accessed 
through www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk 
 
It is important that all candidates familiarise themselves with the 
competence framework as this forms the basis of the assessment / 
interview criteria as outlined below. 
 

http://www.nicsrecruitment.gov.uk/
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INTERVIEW CRITERIA 
 
The selection process will consist of a competence based interview.  
 
COMPETENCE BASED INTERVIEW 
 
The selection panel will design questions to test the applicants’ knowledge 
and experience in each of the following areas below and award marks 
accordingly. 
 
1. Collaborating and Partnering 
 
People skilled in this area create and maintain positive, professional and 
trusting working relationships with a wide range of people within and outside 
the NICS, to help to achieve  business objectives and goals. At all levels, it 
requires working collaboratively, sharing information and building supportive, 
responsive relationships with colleagues and stakeholders, whilst having the 
confidence to challenge assumptions. 
 
Marks available:  40 
  
2. Leading and Communicating 
 
At all levels, effectiveness in this area is about leading from the front and 
communicating with clarity, conviction and enthusiasm. It is about supporting 
principles of fairness of opportunity for all and a dedication to a diverse range 
of citizens. 
 
Marks available:  20 
 
3. Making Effective Decisions 
 
Effectiveness in this area is about being objective, using sound judgement, 
evidence and knowledge to provide accurate, expert and professional advice. 
For all staff, it means showing clarity of thought, setting priorities, analysing 
and using evidence to evaluate options before arriving at well reasoned, 
justifiable decisions. 
 
Marks available: 20   
 
4. Delivering at Pace 
 
Effectiveness in this area means focusing on delivering timely performance 
with energy and taking responsibility and accountability for quality outcomes. 
For all staff, it is about working to agreed goals and activities and dealing with 
challenges in a responsive and constructive way. 
 
Marks available:  20 
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Total Marks Available:  100 
Overall Pass Mark:  60 
 
 
INTERVIEWS DATES 
 
It is intended that interviews for this post will take place via Webex during 
week commencing 6th December 2021. 
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INTERVIEW GUIDANCE FOR APPLICANTS 

 

If this is your first experience of a competence-based interview, bear in 
mind that it does not require you to: 
 

 Talk through previous jobs or appointments from start to finish; 

 Provide generalised information as to your background and 
experience; or 

 Provide information that is not specifically relevant to the competence       
the question is designed to test. 

 
A competence-based interview does however require you to: 
 

 Focus exclusively, in your responses, on your ability to fulfill the      
competences required for effective performance in the role; and 

 Provide specific examples of your experience in relation to the required      
competence areas. 

 
In preparation for the interview you may wish to think about having a 
clear structure for each of your examples, such as: 
 

 Situation – briefly outline the situation; 

 Task – what was your objective, what were you trying to achieve; 

 Action – what did you actually do, what was your unique contribution; 

 Result – what happened, what was the outcome, what did you learn. 
 
The panel will ask you to provide specific examples from your past experience 
in relation to each of the competences. You should therefore come to the 
interview prepared to discuss in detail a range of examples which best 
illustrate your skills, abilities and experience in each competence area. You 
may draw examples from any area of your work / life experiences. 
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SELECTION PROCESS 
 
Making your application 
 
The application form is designed to ensure that applicants provide the 
necessary information to determine how they meet the competition 
requirements and the eligibility/shortlisting criteria. 
 
Guidance for Applicants 
 

 We will not accept CVs, letters, additional pages or any other 
supplementary material in place of or in addition to completed application 
forms. 

 Information in support of your application will not be accepted after the 
closing date for receipt of applications. 

 HRConnect will not examine applications until after the closing deadline. 

 Do not use acronyms, complex technical detail etc.  State for the reader 
who may not know your branch or your job.  

 State clearly your personal involvement in any experience you quote.  
State “I” statements e.g. I planned meetings, I managed a budget, I 
prepared a presentation.  It is how you actually carried out a piece of work 
that the panel will be interested in. 

 The examples you provide should be concise and relevant to the criteria. 
This is very important as the examples which you provide may be explored 
at interview and you may need to be prepared to talk about these in detail 
if you are invited to interview.  It is your unique role the panel are 
interested in, not that of your team or division. 

 Where a qualification forms part of the eligibility/shortlisting criteria, 
candidates will be required to provide documentary evidence, if invited to 
interview. 

 
Application Form Submission 
 
You can apply online at www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk.  
 

 Please refer to the Candidate Information Booklet before completing an 
application.  

 All parts of the application form must be completed by the applicant 
before this application can be considered. Failure to do so may result in 
disqualification.  

 All applications must be submitted by the advertised closing date.  

 Only the eligibility and shortlisting sections will be made available to the 
panel (delete as appropriate). 

 When completing the online application, your information is saved as you 
move through the pages. You may leave the application at any time, 
providing you have clicked on the 'Save & Continue' button. Once your 
application has been submitted the option to edit will no longer be 
available.  

 Please note - the session timeout for the online application is 40 minutes, 
if you do not save or change page within this time you will automatically be 
logged out and any unsaved work will be lost. 

http://www.nicsrecruitment.org.uk/
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 Please do not attempt to reformat application forms as this will result in 
disqualification. 

 
Communication between HRConnect and you 
 
HRConnect will issue electronically as many competition communications as 
possible, you should therefore check your email account to make sure that 
you don’t miss any important communications in relation to this competition. 
There may, however, still be a necessity to issue some correspondence by 
hard copy mail. 
 
Transgender Requirements 
 
Should you currently be going through a phase of transition in respect of 
gender and wish this to be taken into consideration in confidence to enable 
you to attend any part of the assessment process please contact HRConnect. 
Details of this will only be used for this purpose and do not form any part of 
the selection process. 
 
Further appointments from this competition 
 
Where a further position in the NICS is identified during the lifetime of the 
competition which has the same location, skills and experience requirements 
to that outlined in this candidate information booklet, consideration may be 
given to filling the position from this competition.   
 
Disability Requirements 
 
Any candidate who because of a disability cannot complete the application 
form in its current format should contact HRConnect. 
 
Vetting Procedures 
 
1. Baseline Personnel Security Standard 
 
The successful candidate will be required to be cleared to Counter Terrorist 
Check (CTC) level. 
 
Counter Terrorist Check (CTC): as point 1 plus check of Security Service 
records.  
 
Order of Merit 
 
The selection panel will assess the information presented by the candidate at 
interview against each selection criterion. A score will then be allocated 
against each selection criterion and a total interview score derived 
accordingly.   Following the interview process HRConnect will add the score 
achieved at interview to the score(s) achieved in any other assessment(s) 
where applicable. Those candidates who achieve the overall competition and 
(if appropriate) individual criterion pass mark(s) will be deemed suitable for 
appointment subject to the number of posts to be filled. HRConnect will then 
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publish the list on the portal and allocate a candidate (or candidates) to a 
vacancy (or vacancies) in merit order. The findings of the competition cease 
to be valid on the day on which a new competition is advertised or 2 years 
from the date of publication of the initial list, whichever is earlier. 
 
Feedback 
 
Feedback in respect of eligibility/shortlisting will be communicated 
automatically to those candidates who fail to satisfy any criteria.  All other 
requests for feedback are welcome. 
 
Contact details:  
 
If you have any queries regarding the competition process please contact 
HRConnect by: 
 
Email: NICS@HRConnect.nigov.net   
Tel: 0800 1 300 400 
Fax:  028 9024 1665 
 
 

mailto:NICS@HRConnect.nigov.net

