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Executive Summary 
 
The Australian rail industry is in a period of expansion evidenced by increased patronage, revenues and 
infrastructure investment. This resurgence is reflected in the industry’s current investment outlook across 
Australia. Against this backdrop is industry recognition that the Australian rail industry is not attracting sufficient 
numbers of engineers and skilled technicians to fulfil current and future infrastructure needs. Contemporary 
research suggests that this is because, in some cases, rail careers are not seen as attractive and, in other cases, 
because there is a lack of awareness of rail careers among traditional and non-traditional sources of recruitment. 
The Attraction and Image project aims to provide strategies which can redress this skills shortage.  To this end, 
The first stage project  objective is to acquire better insight into external perceptions of rail and rail careers held 
by tertiary education providers (TAFE and universities), engineering students, careers advisors and recruitment 
consultants. This has not previously been attempted in a systematic way on a national scale and will make a 
significant contribution to the literature. The research will also investigate and document rail and similar 
industries’ ‘better’ practices in employer branding and attraction strategies at both a national and international 
level. The deliverables have the potential to inform innovative practices that will enhance the image of rail as an 
employer of choice and attract a larger and more qualified pool of potential employees. These innovative 
practices can directly contribute to workforce planning and the sustainability of the industry. 
 
In September 2009, the Project Steering Committee agreed to amend the original research methodology to 
articulate a three-stage, sequential and concurrent process that uses qualitative and quantitative methodologies. 
These are as follows: Stage 1 (August–December 2009) will consist of an initial literature review and collection 
and analysis of qualitative data from interviews and focus groups with engineering students, apprentices and 
current graduate engineers, TAFEs, universities and the recruitment industry to identify how rail careers are 
perceived by labour markets and their influencers. Stage 2 (January 2010–April/May 2010) will consist of a 
questionnaire building on the findings of the qualitative research undertaken in Stage 1. Stage 3 (May 2010–
September 2010) will involve additional interviews and focus groups and a continuation of the literature review.  
 
The initial findings presented in the interim report are supported by the literature review and earlier CRC 
research. In general, rail careers are not currently seen as an attractive career path for engineers and skilled 
technicians. The rail industry continues to be perceived as public service, old, poorly paid, bureaucratic and 
uninteresting. In addition, the belief that rail could ‘pigeon-hole’ an engineer is perceived as a definite risk to 
graduating students. The main competitors to rail careers identified to date are the large public entities and 
engineering consultancies that are perceived to be exciting, high-tech, big, lucrative and career enhancing.  
 
Overall, there is very limited knowledge of rail careers in either the public sector or private engineering 
consultancies among students and careers advisors. Teachers and academics are generally aware of opportunities 
but limited in their promotion of rail careers through lack of rail-specific content in current engineering courses 
and direct participation from industry. The research to date identifies personal commuter experience, media 
coverage and family and friends as the main influencers of student perceptions of rail careers. Students with 
exposure to rail through friends or family members and current rail graduates and apprentices have a more 
balanced and positive view of working in public rail. Recruiters indicated that their influence can be considerable 
(negative/positive) based on the relationships that they have with the individual HR team within the rail 
organisation. 
 
The most common career anchors (listed in order of decreasing priority) identified by the focus groups conducted 
to date are as follows: 

 Remuneration 

 Continuing professional development 

 Work security 

 Diversity of experience 

 Flexible work conditions 
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However, students often target their first employer based on the likelihood of a career opening in their discipline. 
Students typically nominated high brand awareness as influential when considering their first employer. 
 
Low industry engagement was reported by most TAFE and university teachers, academics and careers advisors. 
Some recruiters suggested inconsistent engagement with industry makes it difficult for recruitment partners to 
effectively ‘sell’ rail to candidates.  
 
From these findings, it is possible to conclude that the rail industry will continue to face attraction and image 
problems unless it takes a whole-of-industry approach to rebrand itself, including potential joint media and public 
relations initiatives. Cultural change in the public sector and improvements in areas such as recruitment practices 
could do much to reduce the image of bureaucracy. In addition, the rail industry needs to engage far more 
strategically with educational providers and industry skills councils so as to embed rail awareness into vocational 
and university curriculums. Finally, any progress towards harmonisation of rail technologies will improve the 
portability of rail skills and reduce the perception of ‘pigeon-holing’.  
 
Despite the inherent challenges, the initial findings of the research suggest that while the rail industry currently 
has trouble attracting engineers and skilled technicians, its current investment trajectory, environmental concerns 
and the emerging public/private partnerships offer enormous opportunities for rail to rebrand itself as an 
attractive career proposition for graduate engineers and skilled technicians.   
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Introduction 
 
The Australian rail industry is characterised by a growing number of operational interfaces (public/private) and a 
complex mix of stakeholders. For the purposes of this interim report, the rail industry is defined as organisations 
involved in: transporting passengers or freight, management of rail infrastructure, the construction or 
maintenance of rail infrastructure, manufacturing or maintaining rolling stock, and rail signals and 
communications.  
 
Rail is estimated to carry only 10% of commuter traffic and 20% of freight, and is therefore small in terms of the 
number of people the industry employs in Australia. However, rail is a vital component of passenger and freight 
transport. Renewed interest in rail has grown primarily in response to rising fuel costs, increased road tolls, calls 
by governments and community to put freight currently transported by ‘b-doubles’ back on rail, and community 
pressure to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and provide a low-emissions solution for the transport sector.  
 
As a result, considerable investment has occurred. The 2008 Australian Railway Industry Report (p. 20) prepared 
by the Australasian Railway Association reports that ongoing investment in the Australian rail industry is expected 
to grow substantially with the national capital expenditure budget totalling $15.0 billion, an increase of 277.0 
percent compared with 2004/05. Despite this growth, the Australian rail industry is not attracting sufficient 
numbers of engineers, tradespersons and operational staff to fulfil current and future infrastructure needs. 
Contemporary research suggests that this is because, in some cases, rail careers are not seen as attractive and, in 
other cases, because there is a lack of awareness of rail careers among traditional and non-traditional sources of 
recruitment (DEEWR/ARA 2008, Price Waterhouse Coopers 2007; Kerr and Waterhouse 2008). Furthermore, the 
rail industry has insufficient information to fully understand how engineers and skilled technicians, as potential 
employees, perceive careers in rail and how these views compare with their perceptions of careers in industries 
competing for the same recruits. 
 
This research builds on work undertaken previously by Kerr and Waterhouse for the CRC for Rail Innovation 
(2008) and their recommendation that further research undertake an analysis of the rail industry’s attraction 
strategies and identification of the perceptions of rail careers held by target labour pools. They specifically 
recommended that industry develop a better understanding of the lack of awareness of rail as a preferred 
employer by traditional and non-traditional groups, and that an investigation be conducted into the impact of 
corporate reputation on the reticence of some groups to regard the rail industry as an employer of choice. 
 
The specific objectives of the project are: 
 

 To identify current knowledge of/attitudes to rail and competing careers held by students, staff, and 
other potential employees within the engineering, key trades and technical networks in TAFEs, 
universities and other educational providers. 

 

 To identify the current knowledge of/attitudes to rail and competing careers of other influencers such as 
recruitment agencies on potential employees. 

 

 To develop an interim and final report on current knowledge/attitudes to rail and competing careers 
using the above research. 

 

 To scope the current employer branding strategies in rail and related industries in Australia and selected 
countries (e.g., Canada, France, Germany, UK and Japan) that successfully portray careers in that industry 
as attractive. 

 

 To identify the specific practices in rail and related industries in Australia and selected countries (as 
above) that are successfully attracting suitably qualified applicants for vacancies in engineering, trades 
and operations roles. 
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 To develop a portfolio for use in rail organisations that showcases better practice in branding and 
attraction strategies based on the above research. 

 

 To develop relationships with relevant education providers and the recruitment industry that will benefit 
rail’s ongoing recruitment strategies and further research. 

 
These objectives are set within the context of an evolving Australian rail industry. The rail industry is experiencing 
consolidations on account of complex reform processes that have resulted in a growing number of operational 
interfaces and a complex mix of stakeholders. Most freight operations are now privately owned, while nearly all 
passenger rail operators are state owned.  The exceptions are Melbourne’s private urban and light rail franchise 
systems. Most of the rail infrastructure in Australia is owned by the government, although a considerable amount 
is increasingly privately owned. The following Table attempts to classify the Australian rail industry by the nature 
of the service it provides, ownership, and contractors and suppliers.   
 
Table 1: Primary organisations participating in Australia’s rail industry 
 

Nature of service provided Above-rail operations (freight transport operators, passenger transport operators) 
Below-rail infrastructure managers 
Above and below operators (vertically integrated operators) 
Infrastructure construction and maintenance organisations 

Ownership Public 
Private 

Contractors and suppliers Infrastructure construction and maintenance companies 
Rolling stock manufacturers, suppliers and maintainers 

Source: von der Heidt et al. 2008, pp. 14–20 
 
While this complexity has made defining rail perceptions, brand and image challenging, the strong brand of the 
private rail organisations might provide opportunities to rebrand the public rail partner more positively. These 
options are yet to be explored. 
 
The rail industry is competing for engineers with industries such as mining and utilities, yet is also competing with 
well-known and prestigious engineering consultancies such as Theiss, Bombardier, Worley Parsons, and John 
Holland, who may form part of rail consortiums. 
 
This Interim Report focuses on the research conducted in Stage 1 of the Attraction and Image project. It provides 
an Executive Summary and describes the overall context of the research and objectives. Chapter 1 analyses the 
literature review to date. Chapter 2 describes the research design and methods employed. Chapter 3 provides an 
analysis of the interviews and focus groups to date, and Chapter 4 outlines initial conclusions. Finally, Chapter 5 
summarises the major emerging themes that have been identified in Stage 1 as the critical issues for 
consideration when seeking to improve the attractiveness and image of rail careers. 
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1. Literature Review 
 
The project commenced in August 2009. The literature review is in its early stages and has been in progress 
for five months. To date, the literature review has informed the most appropriate research methodology 
for the project and enabled an initial identification of previous research, relevant theoretical frameworks, 
and gaps in existing knowledge of rail and related careers and industry branding and attraction strategies—
all with an emphasis on the disciplinary areas of human resource management (HRM), labour market 
analysis and marketing. The literature review will continue throughout Stages 2 and 3 of the project. 
 
A substantial body of academic and industry literature pertaining to industry skills shortages and the 
attraction and image of rail careers is already in the public domain. The rail industry, led by the Australasian 
Railway Association (ARA) as the peak national industry body, has produced several significant reports over 
the past five years that determine the extent of HRM issues within the rail industry. These reports include: 
 

 Engineering for Rail Sector Growth (Engineers Australia 1999)  
 

 Engineering Graduate Recruitment and Retention Research Project (QR, n.d.) 
 

 The Changing Face of Rail: A Journey to the Employer of Choice (PriceWaterHouseCoopers 2007) 
 

 Rail Revolution: Future Capability Identification and Skills Development for the Australasian Rail 
Industry (ARA/DEEWR 2007) 
 

 Bridging the Gap: Towards a better Understanding of Target Cohort Belief Systems (Kerr and 
Waterhouse 2008) 
 

 Submission to Inquiry into Skills Shortages in the Rail Industry (Essential Services Commission 2009) 
 

 Inquiry into Skills Shortages in the Rail Industry ς Submission to the Victorian Education and Training 
Committee (Engineers Australia 2009) 
 

 Labour Market Outcomes and Experiences of Recent Engineering Graduate (DEEWR 2009) 
 
Collectively, these reports have built a comprehensive picture of the major HRM issues facing the rail 
industry and include conclusions and recommendations relevant to the Attraction and Image project. The 
major findings of these reports can be summarised as follows: 
 

 A skills shortage exists, with rail employers having difficulty filling engineering vacancies. This has 
resulted in engineering companies across Australia, including the rail industry, being unable to 
undertake or complete infrastructure commitments. Graduation and migration rates are not 
meeting current engineering skills shortages, nor compensating for engineers retiring from the 
profession. The 2009 Engineers Australia report Inquiry into Skills Shortages in the Rail Industry: 
Submission to the Victorian Education and Training Committee noted that, by the 2011 Census, a 
conservative estimate of approximately 70,000 engineering retirements may have occurred. Over 
the same period, only 45,000 Australian engineers will have graduated.  

 

 There is minimal rail-related content in undergraduate engineering degrees or in pathways from 
vocational to higher education. This limits the potential to promote rail careers, and restricts 
pathways to up-skill current and potential employees.  

 

 Public sector engineering companies such as the rail industry lack the image and prestige of other 
industries in attracting younger engineers. A combination of negative perceptions of rail careers—
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including poor media and a lack of awareness—also impact on the capability of the rail industry to 
attract engineers and skilled technicians.   

 

 In order to rebrand and better attract skilled employees, cultural and structural changes need to 
occur particularly in the public sector rail organisations. These changes could be structured around 
employer of choice theories. 

 

 Working conditions are an important career anchor for graduating engineers, with the leading 
factors being good working conditions, work/life balance, availability of good leaders/mentors, 
opportunities for promotion, and ability to apply skills in a practical manner. 

 

 The review has confirmed the prime characteristics of employers of choice and identified 
engineering organisations that have been awarded Australian employer of choice awards within 
the past five years. These organisations are Worley Parsons, Leighton Contractors, BMD Group, 
CH2M Hill Australia, MWH Australia and Seymour Whyte Constructions. Related organisations 
include Sydney Water, Brisbane City Council, Glen Eira City Council (Vic), and Main Roads WA. 
Interviews with some of these will be conducted in Stage 2 of the research. Ideally, those 
organisations that are currently developing brand and attraction strategies showcasing the range of 
career possibilities in rail and positioning rail as an employer of choice will be targeted. 

 

 Although the shortage of rail specialists appears to be a global problem, a preliminary search of 
international content has revealed little formal research in the area of attraction and image. 
However, avenues to be explored further include research undertaken by the European Rail 
Research Advisory Council (ERRAC), Rail Research UK, and the International Association of Public 
Transport (IAPT). 

 

1.1. Talent shortage and composition of the engineering workforce in Australia 
 
There is worldwide and Australia-specific competition for the types of talent required by the rail 
industry. At a global level, skilled tradespersons, engineering and maintenance technicians, and 
engineers rank first, third and fourth in the list of ten jobs experiencing the greatest skills shortages 
(Manpower, 2009a). Australia competes in the global marketplace for such talent. Within Australia, 
skilled trades rank first, engineers third and technicians sixth among the ten most difficult positions 
to fill (Manpower, 2009a). These shortages impact on the ability of the Australian rail industry to 
attract and retain suitably qualified and experienced staff. This issue is particularly acute since the 
rail industry has an ageing workforce. 
 
Manpower’s recent survey of engineering professionals in Australia (Manpower, 2009b) indicates 
that there are 227,000 people who fall into the overall classification of engineer. Engineers and 
technologists involved in electronic and computer, civil, mechanical and electrical engineering are 
sub-sets within this classification. 
 
Overall, the Australian engineering professionals workforce is 87 percent male, with 56 percent of 
this workforce aged between 30 and 49and a median age of 41 years (Manpower, 2009b). 57 
percent were born in Australia, 13 percent were born in the UK, Ireland or New Zealand, and 12 
percent were born in India, Hong Kong, China and other parts of Asia (Manpower, 2009b). Most 
engineers are employed in the eastern seaboard states, with 93 percent working full time. 76 
percent work in the private sector and 19 percent in the construction industry (Manpower, 2009b). 
Only 5.5 percent work in the transport and storage sectors. 
 
The Manpower survey (2009b, p. 5) also revealed that engineering professionals are optimistic 
about the future (18%), Success driven (68%), believe that job responsibility is important in their 
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roles (82%), need job security (72%), would not have difficulty in coping with a demanding career or 
job (85%), look for new experiences (50%), enjoy taking risks (65%), and are environmentalists at 
heart (73%). Manpower concludes that 76 percent of engineering professionals are happy with 
their present job, although 24 percent are planning on changing jobs in 2009 (Manpower, 2009b, p. 
6). Manpower (2009b) suggests that attraction strategies based upon recognition and the ability to 
contribute ideas, clear career paths, training opportunities and job security could be used in 
addition to those based on remuneration. 
 

1.1.1. Branding 
 

Cooper (2008, pp. 14–15) discusses employer branding in terms of: 
 

what a company has to offer its employees. Employer branding can be used as a 
long-term strategy to manage the awareness and perceptions of employees, 
potential employees and related stakeholders with regards to a particular 
organisation.... Employer branding strategies assist in shaping the perceptions of 
an organisation as an employer of choice.... Employer branding is the 
communication of a company’s brand positioning within its recruiting and human 
resources marketplace. 

 
Jan (2009) maintains that employer branding is not something that employers do 
separately from their other business activities and independently of their employees. On 
the contrary, stakeholders such as employees, customers and investors (e.g., state 
governments) are part of inadvertent as well as planned branding. Projecting the brand to 
these stakeholders must be congruent with the lived experience of working in, being a 
customer of, or an investor in the enterprise. Jan (2009, pp. 2–3) also maintains that those 
involved in job hunting are now “considering the reputation of the hiring company, its 
corporate social responsibility, green initiatives and what other employees say about the 
company”. The reality must be congruent with the branding promise.  
 
Jan (2009) also discusses factors involving employee engagement such as role clarity, job 
content and pressures at work, job security and freedom, variety, challenge, leadership, 
growth, fair pay, team affiliation, being kept informed, an open culture, and respect. 
While these relate to the concurrent CRC for Rail Innovation Retention and Engagement 
Project, they also contribute to branding. 
 
 

1.1.2. Attraction strategies 
 
Employer branding is thus integral to retention and attraction strategies. In developing 
brand distinctiveness, Cooper (2008) advocates a number of strategies, including: 
 

 recognition 

 meaningful work 

 career counselling and development 

 learning and development 

 mentoring 

 engagement with schools and other institutions of learning 

 management of change 

 work/life balance 

 flexibility 

 additional services such as child care 
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Cooper (2008) suggests a number of attraction strategies. These include: 
 

 advertising that incorporates realistic—even challenging—job previews. She cites 
a very graphic TV advertisement for the police force and a brainteaser 
advertisement for another company that resulted in double the usual number of 
applicants. 

 

 the use of news items rather than job-specific advertisements to signal a 
recruitment campaign is imminent 
 

 the use of word-of-mouth and referrals from current employees (including a 
spotter’s fee or similar tangible reward to staff who refer a potential employee 
who then stays beyond their probation period) 
 

 the use of websites and social networking sites 
 

 online alumni networks in order to stay in touch with past employees who might 
rejoin the organisation 
 

 specific strategies to encourage female applicants—such as Women in Leadership 
Forums, job redesign to provide flexible or part-time work, and encouraging 
female school students to undertake work experience or holiday employment in 
the organisation 
 

 a number of the strategies above involve sourcing from contingent labour pools 
and growing a talent pool, which are strategies also advocated by Manpower 
(2008). 

 
Cooper (2008) also advocates forensic analysis of attraction measures such as the: 
 

 ratio of employment applications to open positions 

 average number of days to fill vacancies 

 ratio of acceptances to offers 

 applicant drop-out rate 

 number of recruiting sources used 

 percentage of new hires who stay at least six months 
 
Minton-Eversole (2009, p. 2) reports that successful talent acquisition strategies include: 
 

 cutting down on the time-to-hire so as to not lose potentially strong candidates to 
other recruiters 
 

 enhancing the company’s brand and reputation 
 

 proactively searching for so-called passive candidates 
 

 marketing to younger workers through new means such as internet social 
networking sites 
 

 catering to the flexible work preferences of older workers 
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 increasing understanding of what applicant sources provide the highest quality 
job candidates 
 

 creating and improving data repositories of desired active and passive candidates 
 

 increasing the use of assessment tools that help define common skills, behaviours 
and attitudes of top performers so that similar performers can be identified and 
hired (notwithstanding strategies to prevent ‘cloning’) 
 

 developing processes and tools that help to obtain recruiting process feedback 
from new hires and hiring managers 

 

1.2. Brand, image and marketing 
 

A potential recruit’s belief that an employer will satisfy his/her needs represents the value of the 
employer’s brand in the recruitment market. Potential recruits who perceive an employer to have 
high employer brand value find that working for the employer is more attractive—or at least less 
risky (Berthon, Ewing and Hah, 2005). The value that potential recruits attribute to an employer’s 
brand depends on their evaluation of the employer. These evaluations are, in turn, dependent on 
potential recruits’ awareness of the employer brand, the associations that they have with it, and 
their perceptions of the brand. When making evaluations of an employer brand, potential recruits 
also evaluate the credibility of information that they receive about employers’ brands.  
 
Previous research in the area has shown that the rail industry as an employer has a low brand 
awareness and a poor brand image compared to other public engineering companies. As a 
consequence, potential recruits see little value in ‘rail’ as an employer brand. This low brand 
awareness and poor brand image results in a high-risk decision for potential recruits. Other 
employers might be offering better working conditions. This leads to the rail industry being seen as 
less attractive than competitors for whom employer brand value is seen as higher. 
 
In accord with Erdem and Swait (1998), the value that potential recruits gain from an employer’s 
brand is determined by the information that they receive about the employer. This information is 
characterised by its clarity, consistency and credibility. Employer brand clarity refers to the absence 
of ambiguity in the information about the employer that is conveyed to potential recruits. Employer 
brand consistency requires that all sources of information reinforce the employer’s image, and that 
this image remain consistent over time. Employer brand credibility underlies recruits’ confidence in 
the employer’s claims to be able and willing to deliver the employment experience that is promised. 
 
Potential recruits are likely to have some experiences of—and therefore perceptions about—the 
rail industry, gained in roles other than as employees or recruits (such as through commuting, being 
members of local community, etc.) It follows that the clarity and consistency of information that 
they receive from their experience as customers, from the media, from company-generated 
brochures, and from friends, colleagues and teachers is paramount (Fernández-Barcala and 
González-Díaz 2006). Inconsistencies between brand experiences and messages received from 
different sources increase potential recruits’ perceptions of the risk that promises about 
employment benefits will not be fulfilled, thereby making a rail career less attractive to potential 
recruits. 
 
When information about the employer is inconsistent, potential recruits base their decisions on the 
most credible sources of information available to them. As potential recruits typically have access 
to information from several sources, it is important to consider which of these will be the most 
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credible and consequently will have the most impact on their decisions. Sources of information 
about the rail industry as an employer include: 
 

 first-hand experience either as a customer or previous employee 

 personal sources such as family, friends, teachers and acquaintances 

 impersonal sources such as company brochures, job adverts, press releases and other 
media  

 
When formulating an image of a rail organisation as a potential employer, information from these 
different sources is viewed as more or less credible. Information based on first-hand experience is 
generally viewed as the most credible, while information from personal sources and impartial 
commentators is viewed as more credible than company-generated information. 
 
According to Keller (1993), potential recruits evaluate the information that they receive in order to 
develop a multifaceted image of employers. The facets of an employer’s image that recruits 
consider in their decisions to seek employment can be categorised as functional, experiential or 
symbolic. Recruits evaluate the value (benefit or costs) of these functional, experiential or symbolic 
aspects of working for an employer and use this value to form an opinion about how attractive an 
employer is. This represents the value of the employer brand to the potential recruit. These values 
require further explanation. 
 

 Functional value represents intrinsic advantages of consumption. In the employment 
context, these represent basic motives such as a good salary, advancement opportunities, 
and job security (Lievens, Van Hoye and Anseel 2007).  
 

 Experiential value relates to what it feels like to work for an employer, and may be 
represented by the employment experience including social/team activities, job diversity, 
work environment and travel opportunities (Lievens, Van Hoye and Anseel 2007).  

 

 Symbolic value represents the more extrinsic advantages of working for an organisation and 
satisfying a recruit’s need for social approval, personal expression and self-esteem. 
Examples provided by Lievens, Van Hoye and Anseel (2007) include honesty, excitement, 
competence, and high status/prestige. Previous research suggests that the attractiveness of 
an employer is a function of the potential recruits’ beliefs about these fictional, symbolic 
and experiential values.  

 
Other research in this area provides alternative categories of attributes of employer image. 
Berthon, Ewing and Hah (2005) identify the following five dimensions of employer image whicha 
potential recruit will consider when evaluating the attractiveness of an employer: 
 

 Development value is based on potential recruits’ perceptions that an employer provides 
recognition, self-worth and confidence, career-enhancing experiences, and a springboard to 
future employment.  
 

 Social value is based on perceptions that an employer provides a working environment that 
is fun, happy, and provides good collegial relationships and a team atmosphere. 

 

 Interest value is the extent to which the employer provides an exciting work environment 
and novel work practices, and makes use of its employees’ creativity to produce high-
quality, innovative products and services.  
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 Economic value is the extent to which recruits think that an employer provides above-
average salaries, compensation packages, job security and promotional opportunities. 

 

 Application value is based on a recruit’s perception that the employer provides 
opportunities for employees to apply what they have learned and to teach others in an 
environment that is both customer orientated and humanitarian. 

 
.  
 
Finally, in understanding a recruit’s evaluation of the employer brand, it is important to note that all 
attributes are not equally important to all recruits. Recruits are unlikely to view an attribute or 
benefit as either very good or bad if they do not consider it to be very important. It is necessary to 
establish the relative importance of functional, instrumental and experiential values for different 
types of recruit since it is likely that potential recruits at different life/career stages will have 
different motivations and, as a consequence, may value the various aspects of employment 
differently. 

 

1.3. Career anchors, characteristic preferences and career development 
 

Graduation and migration rates are not able to meet the current engineering skills shortage or 
compensate for retirements from the engineering and skilled technician professions. This is putting 
considerable pressure on the rail industry to develop useful strategies to attract and retain these 
skilled resources. This objective can be enhanced through understanding the key drivers and 
motivations of potential recruits as they consider their employment options. 
 
Two important indexes of a potential employee’s career choice are Schein’s career anchors theory 
and the job characteristic preferences theory. 
 

1.3.1. Career anchors 
 

The career anchor model developed by Schein (1978) suggests that an individual’s life 
experiences will provide the person with a ‘career self-concept’—a construct that he/she 
labels their ‘career anchor’. This then determines an individual’s career decisions. Schein’s 
model allows a potential recruit some insight into his/her areas of competence, values 
and motives, and assists in determining which careers best fit an individual’s personal 
traits (Chang et al. 2007). The names and brief descriptions of the eight anchors as set out 
by Schein are as follows: 
 

 technical/functional competence: prefers advancement in technical/functional 
area only 
 

 general managerial competence: prefers to harness people to achieve common 
goals 
 

 autonomy/independence: prefers to seek jobs free of organisational constraints 
 

 security/stability: primarily motivated by job security and long-term attachment 
to one organisation 
 

 entrepreneurial creativity: primarily motivated to build/create own projects 
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 service/dedication to a cause: prefers to align work with personal values to help 
others rather than skills 
 

 pure challenge: primarily motivated to overcome obstacles, solve problems, 
highly competitive 
 

 lifestyle: primarily motivated to balance career with lifestyle  
 
Schein posited that while a person may have a general interest in all of these categories, 
one specific anchor will dominate over time. This model has been used extensively in 
research on other professionals (Chang et al. 2007) and could be used to identify career 
anchors as the obvious indicators of an engineer’s career needs. Although Schein did not 
hypothesise a relationship between anchors and occupational groupings, Nordvic (1996) 
found that career anchor variables were reasonably related to the occupations of the 
participants.  
 
Chang et al. (2007) suggest the existence of a correlation between career anchors and job 
characteristic preferences and argue that matching up the internal personal career 
development with the external job characteristic preferences of students has the 
potential to enable organisation to better align labour and management. Vanneste (2005) 
also concluded that Schein’s anchor theory provides a useful framework for identifying 
students’ career expectations. Although this theory, with its emphasis on career 
satisfaction, is particularly relevant to the Retention and Engagement project, it may also 
reveal information that is suitable for attraction and image strategies, especially by 
serving as a benchmark for identifying the value, interest and motivation levels of young, 
graduate engineers and skilled technicians when considering employment options. 
 

1.3.2. Job characteristic preferences 
 
Chang et al. (2007) define job characteristic preferences as those attributes or factors 
relevant to a specific job. These may include job contents or conditions, embracing 
remuneration, career development, interpersonal relationships and welfare. When 
seeking employment, such preferences enable a potential recruit to make a decision 
regarding the attractiveness of the potential employer. As a result, a firm that is able to 
structure job characteristics to suit the preferences of those recruits for which it is 
competing should be better able to recruit productive employees (Chang et al. 2007).   
 
Maslow’s motivational theory has been used to develop a job preference inventory that 
factors in environmental constructs such as hygiene, motivation, interpersonal, 
advancement and task autonomy (Chang et al. 2007). These can be used to identify job 
characteristic preferences for target market groups or potential recruits. This information 
can then inform the creation of information about a specific industry or careers through 
generic or segmented branding, public relations or marketing strategies. 
 
Despite the above, it is important to note that not all job characteristic preferences will 
remain constant throughout a person’s career. Therefore, it will be necessary to establish 
those preferences that are valued by recruits at different times in the life-cycle, including 
changing priorities of life roles, expected lifestyles and trends in the employment market. 
 

1.3.3. Career development 
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The role of individuals in their own career development is becoming more important as a 
result of workplace changes, with a career now being driven more by the individual than 
the organisation (Patton and McMahon, 2006). McDonald and Hite (2005) observe that a 
career is no longer merely a way to define ‘hierarchical progression’ and refer instead to 
three major shifts in the transition from organisation-based to boundary-less careers. 
These are as follows: 
 

 the growing interest in work/life balance over high salaries and status 

 a transition from development of organisation-specific skills to acquiring 
transferrable skills 

 a change from loyalty to one’s organisation to a broader professional 
commitment that creates a broad-based portable network   

 
These developments and changing psychological contracts between employer and 
employee will impact the rail and other industries where career development paradigms 
remain largely based on the traditional nature of the employer-employee relationship.   
 
Patton and McMahon (2006) provide a useful model for understanding the important 
influences on career development that reflects the move of career theory away from a 
linear model to one that incorporates the life-cycle and changing priorities of life roles.  
The systems theory framework of career development places the individual at the centre 
of the career choice and development process. The employee is therefore part of a larger 
system that includes a) the people ‘systems’ with which the individual interacts, and b) 
the broader environment and society. In similar fashion, Rainey et al. (2008, p. 10) refer to 
contemporary career development as being a “multi-elemental construct incorporating 
various systems”. 
 
Of particular interest to this project is the focus on the social influences with which 
individuals interact and receive input. The media is listed as an important socialising 
influence, in addition to a filter of information with regards to career development 
options. Educational institutions, workplaces, community groups, family, peers and 
educational institutions are also identified as being the source of values, beliefs and 
attitudes. The influence of family and peer groups is especially important to adolescents 
and young adults (Patton and McMahon 2006; Rainey et al. 2008). Other influences 
identified as important include the transferability of skills, globalisation, advances in 
technology, and environmental awareness (Patton and McMahon 2006).  
 
Career development involves ongoing decision-making over a lifetime and is an important 
part of the career choice and development process (Patton and McMahon 2006). Career 
decision-making represents the processing of information that is constantly being 
received throughout the system by both conscious and unconscious processes (Patton 
and McMahon 2006). Some of these decisions will ultimately be influenced by the 
information that recruits have received about a specific organisation about which they 
have developed an image and assigned a value to the brand. 
 
 
 

1.3.4. Career development services 
 
Research by Rainey et al. (2008) attempted to determine what motivates young people in 
Australia to use career development services and the characteristics of the services 
provided. They found that the tertiary providers of career development services are only 
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reaching a small proportion of their overall student populations. This supports their 
conclusion that young people have a preference for managing their own careers and often 
rely on informal resources—including help from family and friends—when making 
decisions (Rainey et al. 2008). The main services sought by young people were work and 
learning options, career advice, work placements, work experience and employment.  
 
Career development information still remains primarily print-based. Websites— although 
often difficult to access and complex to use—are a significant place for career 
development activity (Rainey et al. 2008). Websites are generally accessed on the basis of 
information obtained from other sources such as newspaper articles, advertisements and 
job agencies, and are primarily used as a referral base to other websites. The authors 
conclude that the tendency of young people to be independent in their career decision-
making could be supported by user-friendly, easily accessible and comprehensive 
computer-based resources. 
 
In order for an organisation to address skills shortages, useful strategies need to be 
developed that not only attract potential recruits but ensure that the right employees are 
recruited. To this end, it would be helpful to industries such as rail to be able to identify 
the different career anchors and job characteristic preferences of student engineers and 
other skilled technicians; and to implement career development strategies that meet the 
inclination of young people to be independent in managing their own careers. This 
information could then be used in the development of HR, branding or marketing 
strategies, and/or work conditions to accommodate the career development and 
anticipated job characteristics of young recruits. 
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2. Research Design and Methodologies 
 
In September 2009, the Project Steering Committee agreed to refine the original research design to 
identify, in empirical fashion: labour market awareness and perceptions of rail industry careers compared 
to careers in competing industries; best and innovative practices in employer branding within the industry 
and its competitors nationally and internationally; and employment branding priorities for the rail industry 
in Australia. 
 
The research methodology is framed by a mixed methods research design involving three sequential stages. 
The first stage is predominantly qualitative (interviews and focus groups) followed by a second quantitative 
stage (survey). The third stage is qualitative (interviews and focus groups), while an ongoing literature 
review will be conducted over the three stages. 
 
Stage 1 (AugustςDecember 2009) will consist of an initial literature review on rail and related careers, and 
industry branding and attraction strategies, together with the collection and analysis of qualitative data to 
identify how rail careers are perceived by labour markets and their influencers.  
 
Stage 2 (January 2010ςApril/May 2010) will involve the design and administration of a questionnaire 
building on the findings of the qualitative research undertaken in Stage 1. It will be administered to a wider 
range of potential recruits and their influencers. The objective of Stage 2 is to segment the recruitment 
market and quantify their perceptions. In addition, the literature review will continue. 
 
Stage 3 (May 2010ςSeptember 2010) will involve three activities. First, additional interviews and focus 
groups will be undertaken to seek further information, including observation and interviews of 
adult/parent influencers at two career expos. Second, the ongoing literature review will continue. Third, 
the project team will continue to explore best recruitment practices—an undertaking which will involve 
both primary and secondary research. 
 
The findings of each stage will be combined to a) produce a portfolio of current issues facing the 
employment brand of rail careers, b) establish differences in perceptions of brand among different 
segments of the employment market (students, teachers, academics, careers advisors, recruitment 
consultants), and c) identify examples of better practice exemplars and strategies with a view to ensuring 
better brand rail careers and attracting a greater pool of suitably qualified applicants in areas of shortage.  
 
The Interim Report focuses on Stage 1 of the research design. 
 

2.1. Stage 1 (AugustςDecember 2009) 
 
This stage consisted of an initial literature review on rail and related careers and industry branding 
and attraction strategies with an emphasis on the discipline areas of human resource management, 
labour market analysis and marketing. Stage 1 also involved the collection and analysis of 
qualitative data to identify how rail careers are perceived by labour markets and their influencers. 
This data will inform the development of the questionnaire in Stage 2. 
 

2.1.1. Literature review 
 
Although the literature review has informed the research methodology, it will continue 
throughout Stage 2 and Stage 3 of the project. The literature review to date has 
attempted to understand the most relevant and powerful issues that influence the 
perceptions held by potential employees (engineering students and engineering-related 
trades/skilled technicians) and potential influencers (careers advisors, teachers, 
academics, and commercial recruitment consultants), and their implications for attraction 
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and image strategies and the concept of a preferred employer. In particular, the following 
themes have been the focus of research effort: 
 

 talent shortages and composition of the engineering workforce in Australia 

 brand, image and marketing 

 career anchors, characteristic preferences and career development 
 

2.1.2. Interviews and focus groups 
 
In order to ensure adequate coverage of the views of a range of stakeholders and to 
identify a range of competing industries, interviews and focus groups were conducted 
across NSW, QLD and SA. WA and VIC focus groups will be conducted in Stage 2. The 
research team has attempted to ensure that the focus groups represent a wide section of 
the Australian community in terms of gender, age and cultural background. However, the 
low participation of women in the focus groups reflects the low number of women 
studying engineering or employed as apprentices. Only three of 47 participants were 
women. 
 
The interviews and focus groups were intended to illuminate potential recruits’ 
awareness and perceptions of rail careers, the sources of information on which their 
perceptions were based, and their attitudes towards careers in rail. Those interviewed 
were classified as either potential employees (university and TAFE students) or influencers 
of perceptions (careers advisors, lecturers and teachers and commercial recruitment 
consultants). 
 
In September 2009, the Project Steering Committee agreed to additional focus groups 
being conducted with industry engineering graduates and engineering-related 
apprentices. The objectives were to identify their main reasons for choosing a rail career, 
their awareness and perceptions of rail careers before they chose a career in rail, the 
sources of information on which their perceptions were based, and whether their 
perceptions of rail careers have changed since working in a rail career. 
 
All members of the research team have been actively involved in obtaining data over the 
past four months. A total of 17 interviews with engineering academics and TAFE teachers, 
careers advisors, and commercial recruitment consultants in Sydney, Brisbane and 
Adelaide have been conducted and transcribed. Four focus groups totalling 47 
participants—including university and TAFE engineering students, current rail engineering 
graduates and rail apprentices—have been undertaken in Brisbane and Sydney. The 
following table summarises work completed to date. 
 
Table 2: Summary of participants in interviews and focus groups 
 

Participant Type No. participants State 

Engineering teachers (TAFE) 4 QLD, NSW, SA 

Engineering academics (Uni) 4 QLD, NSW, SA 

Careers advisors (TAFE/Uni) 4 QLD, NSW, SA 

Commercial Recruitment Consultants 7 QLD, NSW, SA 

Industry representatives* 4 VIC  

TAFE student focus groups x 2 32 QLD, NSW 

Graduate focus group 7 QLD 

Apprentice focus group 8 NSW 

* Informal interviews where notes were taken 
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Please refer to Appendix 1 for details of interviews and focus groups  
 
Focus groups and interviews of potential employees and influencers will continue to be 
conducted in Stage 2 and Stage 3 of the project so as to ensure representation of VIC and 
WA. Observation and interviews of adult/parent influencers at two career expos will be 
undertaken in Stage 2. In addition, interviews with HR and branding/marketing 
professionals will attempt to identify specific, innovative HR initiatives aimed at recruiting 
to rail careers, the performance of these initiatives, and possible reasons for this. These 
activities will collectively enable a more accurate identification of the most attractive 
attributes of rail careers, and provide a clearer direction for future recommendations. 
 
The public sector of the rail industry is highly unionised. The views of the unions may be 
helpful given that, “while there has been a gradual decline in union membership in the 
Australia workforce over the past 30 years, anecdotal evidence suggests unionisation in 
the rail industry is still high, and may not be in decline” (ARA/DEEWR 2007, p. 32). The 
project team will seek further advice from the Project Steering Committee on how best to 
approach this stakeholder group. 
 
Initial critical dimensions that have emerged from the analysis of interview and focus 
group data to date will be detailed in Chapter 3. This initial content analysis has been 
provided for the purposes of this report. However, finer-grained analysis will be 
conducted using NVivo in Stage 2 of the project. 
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3. Initial Content Analysis of Interviews and Focus Groups 
 
A brief overview of the initial content analysis of interviews with TAFE and university academics, careers 
advisors, and commercial recruitment consultants—in addition to focus groups conducted with engineering 
students, graduates, and apprentices currently employed by state rail organisations—is provided below. 
Findings that have not appeared in previous research will be noted. The analysis follows the overall 
interview/focus group themes of external perceptions of rail and rail careers, knowledge of rail and rail 
careers, influencers, career anchors and development, industry engagement with the education system, 
and image and attraction strategies. 
 

3.1. External perceptions of rail and rail careers 
 

 The most enduring image of rail is that of a public transport network rather than a field of 
engineering. This has resulted in the perception that all rail and rail-related organisations 
are public entities and are stereotyped as bureaucratic. This image of rail as a ‘bureaucracy’ 
has been identified as a major constraint for rail attractiveness by commercial recruitment 
consultants, TAFE teachers, university academics, and careers advisors. The industry may 
perpetuate the image of being a solid, reliable employer when this is no longer necessarily 
realistic or attractive to young graduates. 

 

 TAFE engineering students had little or no first-hand experience of rail employment, and 
perceptions such as old, dirty and bureaucratic were typically made on the basis of their 
commuter experience. When asked if they had ever thought about working for a rail 
organisation, typical student responses included: “No way, if they can’t keep their carriages 
clean, how are they going to look after me?” and “*I+ don’t think we can expect good work 
conditions if they can’t fix their trains.” 

 

 When asked to describe a rail career, the perception that rail skills are not especially 
portable and that a career in rail may lead to being ‘pigeonholed’ were expressed, with 
several students describing rail as “not good for my career path” and “not good for the 
resume”. The positive perceptions of rail and rail careers recorded by TAFE students were 
primarily around the possibility of gaining broad engineering experience and flexible 
working conditions. 

 

 Although student perceptions were generally negative and often based on commuter 
experience, the perceptions of current public rail apprentices and, to a lesser extent, 
graduates, were often positive. Many of the apprentices formed their pre-employment 
perceptions based on word-of-mouth of family members and close friends and 
acquaintances who had experience with public rail.  As employees, their perceptions of rail 
are positive, with rail being described as ‘cruisy’, and offering good career prospects, 
security, flexibility and regular hours. In addition, the apprentices appreciated superior 
apprenticeship conditions: “[Name of state-owned corporation offering passenger rail 

services omitted] offer the best paid apprenticeships compared to private companies; for 
example, they pay for your uniforms.” 

 

 Despite some positive comments about public rail, the private engineering consultancies 
enjoy a stronger brand and are perceived as high-status. Interviewees variously described 
the private organisations as high-tech, multinational, diverse, innovative, having a strong 
media presence, and associated with landmark projects. The perception that public rail is 
outdoors-based and not high-tech persists and impacts on the ability of the rail industry to 
attract younger engineers. When asked what sort of jobs they thought might be open to 
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them in the rail industry, one student observed: “Maintenance is not interesting when 
you’re young. It’s OK when you’re older, but now I’m not interested in routine 
maintenance.” 

 

 Rail graduates reported that they did indeed often spent more time maintaining the 
existing infrastructure and rolling stock rather than being involved in design or new 
developments.  

 

 While anecdotal evidence from the rail industry suggests that the mining sector is currently 
a strong competitor for graduating engineers, this perception was not borne out in the 
interviews.  In answer to the question “With your qualifications, in which industries would 
you most likely be employed?” respondents nominated a range of government 
organisations including the RTA, DMR, Local Government and Defence, in addition to large 
engineering and construction companies including Multiplex, John Holland and Theiss. 
However, it is worth noting that the interviews were conducted in a period of economic 
downturn which also slowed the mining industry. Any boom in the resources sector is likely 
to see more experienced engineers lured to the mines, as has occurred in recent years.  

 

 Commercial recruitment consultants reported that it is more difficult to attract candidates 
to public rail than to the private engineering companies, primarily because of the negative 
perceptions that candidates have of public rail and because they are not always able to 
describe a career path to the candidates. They also noted that young graduates were more 
likely to make career decisions based on the image of the organisation, whereas engineers 
who have been in the workforce for some years may be influenced by other characteristics 
such as the projects on offer. 

 

 The legacy of network-specific technologies and work processes undeniably contributes to 
the perception that rail skills are not portable and may lead to engineers being ‘pigeon-
holed’.  That said, some graduates and apprentices rejected this perception and maintained 
that their skills are transferable both within and outside the rail industry. 

 

3.2. Knowledge of rail and rail careers 
 

 Unless probed, student responses generally indicated a low level of knowledge of rail 
careers. Train drivers, security guards and track-workers were all nominated as typical rail 
careers. Students were also largely unaware of rail careers in the private engineering 
consultancies or mining. Most students have not had rail careers brought to their attention 
within the university and TAFE environments, either through being assigned rail-focussed 
assignments or projects, or through a high rail industry presence at careers fairs.  

 

 Those students who had knowledge of rail and rail careers identified friends and family 
members who currently work or had previously worked in the public rail system as the 
main sources of information. It is likely that some of the perceptions of rail careers held by 
students, such as “dangerous”, “bureaucratic” and “boring”, reflect a lack of knowledge of 
rail and associated career opportunities. 

 

 The careers advisors interviewed had little or no knowledge of rail careers. However, they 
suggested that having detailed knowledge of an industry in order to recommend a career 
was not the focus of a careers counsellor. This is borne out by student responses, which 
suggested that the advice that careers advisors provide is not industry specific and tends to 
focus on identifying subjects and qualifications, often based on a student’s academic 
strengths. 
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 From the academics and teachers interviewed, it appears that engineering teachers and 
academics have varying levels of knowledge of rail and rail careers, ranging from those with 
direct, extensive rail experience and current networks to those with minimal knowledge 
and networks. Increasing the knowledge levels of academics and teachers and creating 
networking opportunities appears to be critical since these parties are often responsible for 
recommending industry placements. The lack of knowledge may partly be because rail does 
not feature prominently in engineering courses and is therefore not routinely brought to 
the attention of students. Those academics and teachers interviewed all expressed interest 
in better understanding the career opportunities open to their students and suggested that 
methods such as using rail-based case studies and increasing engagement with industry 
would benefit both their students and the rail industry. 

 When provided with rail brochures, students in the TAFE focus groups responded positively. 
In response to the following question “What do you know of working as an engineer in 
rail?” student responses included “What is it about?”, “What do you do?” and “Who can I 
call?” This suggests a level of curiosity among students towards rail careers. 

 

3.3. Influencers of perception and knowledge of rail and rail careers 
 

 Responses recorded in focus groups strongly suggest that word-of-mouth from family and 
friends is a very strong influence on the positive perceptions and knowledge of rail and rail 
careers. This trend will be further explored in Stage 2 of this research. One female 
engineering student described how, after spending time with her uncle, an engineer, she 
developed a fascination with construction: “I’d see a river and think ‘I’m going to find a way 
to build a bridge.’” In describing how she came to be working in the rail industry, an 
apprentice identified versatility as an important motivation: “I had a mate who worked for 
rail as a transit officer and is now a driver. He told me that rail was good – if you don’t like 
your job you can change it!” 

 

 In contrast, the effect of media coverage and the extrapolation of consumer experience to 
expected employment experiences were the key drivers of the negative perception of rail 
careers. This reflects earlier research conducted by the ARA and is documented in The 
Changing Face of Rail: A journey to the employer of choice (2007). 

 

 As seen above, the knowledge and influence of teachers and academics is currently 
inconsistent and largely depends on the teacher or academic’s personal and professional 
interest in rail. From those interviewed, it appears that the potential for teachers and 
academics to influence students in a positive manner is currently underutilised by the rail 
industry. Lack of curriculum content, information and engagement with the rail industry 
were identified as limiting the ability of teachers and academics to promote rail as a viable 
career. The research has revealed that the potential of careers advisors to influence student 
perceptions of rail careers is limited.  

 

 Teachers and academics were keen to engage more with the rail industry and regard both 
the private rail and public rail sectors as having an exciting future. Although they recognise 
the influence of perception and agree that work conditions in the private sector are 
generally more attractive to graduates, they believe that students could be attracted to rail 
careers in both the public and private sectors by better publicity of the large infrastructure 
projects and more comprehensive engagement with education providers. As one academic 
noted, “Rail has not been seen as a good career future.... It seems to be a place where you 
go if you want a safe career. However, railways are certainly in expansion mode and it’s 
time to start putting it out to students.” 
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 Negative media about public transport was reported in all focus groups as being influential 
to how potential recruits might view a career in rail. Negative media may also discourage 
them from seeking out further information about a career in rail. 

 

3.4. Career anchors, characteristic preferences and career development 
 
The most cited work characteristics for graduating university and TAFE engineers were:  
 

 remuneration 

 continuing career development 

 security 

 diversity of experience 

 flexible work conditions 
 

 With the notable exception of career development, these characteristics were also 
identified by apprentices. The apprentices also nominated the ‘cruisy’ atmosphere, 
interesting work and regular hours as important. Although some formal career anchors 
came out in the qualitative research, characteristics that are not necessarily covered by 
career anchors were far more prevalent. 

 

 It is worth noting the growing importance of remuneration, continuing career development 
and security as key characteristic preferences. These were not among the top five drivers in 
2008 as reported in the paper Labour Market Outcomes and Experiences of Recent 
Engineering Graduates (DEEWR 2009), thus suggesting that concerns around remuneration, 
job security and competitiveness have intensified as a result of the global financial crisis. 
Career development and remuneration were also identified as the top two issues facing the 
rail industry in terms of attracting and retaining skilled migrants at the recent CRC for Rail 
Innovation-sponsored Skilled Migration Forum (November 26–27, 2009). 

 

 The importance of ongoing professional development opportunities is supported in the 
literature with a key finding in the paper Labour Market Outcomes and Experiences of 
Recent Engineering Graduates (DEEWR 2009), which found that a majority of 240 graduates 
surveyed were in further study to acquire additional knowledge, abilities and understanding 
to enhance their engineering career in Australia. In addition, almost all the TAFE students 
interviewed for this research expressed the desire to complete a work-sponsored 
engineering degree within the next three years. This strongly suggests that university 
pathways are an important consideration in the early stages of an engineer’s career which, 
in turn, has implications for employers competing to attract graduates. 

 

 In response to the question “Where do you see yourself in three years?”, the TAFE students 
interviewed rarely nominated a specific employer and responded more broadly with 
comments such as “building big bridges” or “working as a draughtsperson.” This suggests 
that, for newly graduating engineers, gaining experience in their specific discipline is a 
stronger motivation than gaining employment in a particular industry or organisation. This 
appears to be supported by academics: “The first thing they do is look at some of the 
discipline-related areas: so I might be interested in geo-technical engineering, so I look 
particularly for employers in that field, or transportation or structures or whatever.” 

 

 In response to the same question, the apprentices saw themselves staying in the same 
organisation and possibly moving into management. The desire to pursue further study was 
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not mentioned. Of the seven graduates interviewed, four indicated that they would 
consider their options after the graduate program concluded, the implication being that the 
organisation’s ability to meet their career development needs has not been conclusive.   

 

 Environmental sustainability and corporate social responsibility were not identified as 
characteristic preferences in the focus groups, although some academics, teachers and 
commercial recruitment consultants noted a growing interest amongst engineering 
students in industries or organisations with a focus on environmental sustainability. This 
trend is supported by the literature. 

 

3.5. Industry engagement 
 

 Direct engagement with the education systems in order to provide information is an 
important strategy in developing a conduit for attracting graduates to rail careers. For 
example, when asked “What are the industries you think are most attractive to your 
engineering graduates?” one academic responded that “I can tell you what industries have 
attracted the students, but what they actually find attractive I think boils down to having 
the information put in front of them.” 

 

 A strategic approach to engaging with the educational sector does not appear to exist 
within the broader rail industry. Across the three States covered in Stage 1 of the research, 
no students indicated previous participation in industry-related events such as attending 
industry-hosted career nights or presentations by rail representatives. Likewise, career 
advisors, academics and teachers have had little or no engagement with industry through 
guest speakers, sponsorship of engineering projects or industry placements and the like. As 
one academic commented, “In all the years that I’ve worked for the university—and I am 
responsible for work experience—I have never once communicated with anyone from the 
rail industry.” 

 

 Another academic commented that, in his 14 years as a teacher, he has never been 
approached by the rail industry. In contrast, some industries/organisations such as 
government agencies, Defence and mining were highly visible on campus and actively 
recruited students for placements. As one student recollected, “The DMR (Department of 
Main Roads) and Brisbane County Council all came to us and told us ‘This is what we do”. 

 

 Mining companies were reported as being particularly effective in engaging with the 
education sectors in their efforts to recruit engineers. Teachers and academics reported 
that students respond positively towards the organisations that have expressed an interest 
in meeting students. This type of approach to recruiting graduates is borne out by the 
experiences of two of the seven graduates interviewed who, in response to the question 
“How did you come to work for Rail?”, responded that a Government-owned rail business 
was the first organisation to make an offer. Similarly, a recent RTSA event introducing rail 
employers to graduates attracted over 130 young engineers on a Saturday morning in 
Melbourne. 

 

 The interviews conducted clearly suggest that teachers and academics would welcome 
greater engagement with the rail industry. Measures of engagement suggested by teachers 
and academics included a series of case studies, project sponsorship, increased 
participation in placement programs, and increased visibility at career fairs and similar 
events. Some commercial recruiters proposed that internal rail industry HR teams could 
engage in more of a ‘partnership’ with the recruitment sector so as to meet rail’s 
recruitment needs. Suggestions included allowing the recruiters to visit rail workplaces, and 
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thinking outside the square with regards to recruitment—including giving greater 
consideration to candidates trained overseas. 

 

3.6. Better attraction and image strategies 
 
The main objective in Stage 1 was to identify organisations that are currently developing brand and 
innovative attraction strategies that showcase the range of career possibilities in rail and position 
the rail industry as an employer of choice.  
 
It is expected that at least some  national and international rail organisations and rail-related 
industries will have implemented successful attraction and image strategies from which the 
Australian rail industry may benefit. Representatives from selected engineering organisations 
drawn from the rail, construction, defence, energy, and resource sectors will be interviewed in 
Stage 2 of the research. 
 
Specific media campaigns suggested by participants include ‘Love Every Second’ (Virgin Trains UK), 
‘Every Piece of Victoria’ (Victorian Government), and ‘Make it So (Engineers Australia). Additional 
exemplars will be collected in Stages 2 and 3 of the project. 
 
In addition, a number of themes have emerged from these interviews. These will be explored in 
greater depth in Stage 2 and Stage 3 of the research. These include: 
 

 the lack of a one-stop career information service 

 the need for a national approach to branding initiatives 

 opportunities to leverage the strong brands of private rail partners 

 the low relative visibility of the rail industry at career fairs and other university events 

 the need to ensure brand aligns with reality 

 cultural and structural implications 

 public sector versus private sector image issues 
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4. Conclusions 
 
The main rationale for the research activity conducted in Stage 1 was to conduct an initial literature review 
on rail and related careers and industry branding and attraction strategies, and to collect and analyse data 
to identify how rail careers are perceived by labour markets and their influencers. The current research 
findings confirm that the rail industry continues to confront issues of poor attraction and image, in addition 
to a low awareness of rail careers and available employment options. The following conclusions will inform 
the development of the questionnaire to be distributed in Stage 2 and the ongoing literature review. 
 

 Despite the efforts of the ARA and other rail organisations to promote the complex and dynamic 
nature of the Australian rail industry, the strongest image of the industry remains that of a public 
passenger transport system. Media coverage and the extrapolation of consumer experience to 
expected employment experiences continue to be the key drivers of the negative perception of rail 
careers, particularly in the public rail organisations. 

 

 Improved media and public relations are critical with respect to countering the current (somewhat 
negative) image. In addition, the public sector could better capitalise on the strong brand and 
positive image of its consortium partners. However, without significant and enduring cultural 
changes, these efforts are not likely to be sustainable over the longer-term. 

 

 Word-of-mouth received from family and friends who have had experience with rail careers is the 
strongest conveyor of positive information and perceptions about rail careers. Further exploration 
is needed to determine how to best capitalise on this trend. 

 

 The rail industry is not engaging as effectively as cognate organisations and industries with the 
education sector to a) educate teachers, academics and students and b) promote a recruitment 
pipeline.  

 

 Initiatives such as the ARA Rail Skills and Careers Council (RSCC) could be explored further to assess 
opportunities to increase its accessibility to students. The success of initiatives such as the Meet 
the Rail People Expo coordinated by the RTSA (Monash University) could be replicated in other 
States and form part of a national approach to attracting graduates to rail careers.  

 

 Remuneration, continuing career development, security, diversity of experience and flexible work 
conditions remain strong job characteristic preferences. Improved rail career development 
opportunities might compensate for the higher remuneration offered by competitive organisations 
and industries. 



Attraction and Image Interim Report Chapter 5 ς Emerging Themes and Future Directions 

CRC for Rail Innovation 15/01/10 Page 23 
 

 

 

5. Emerging Themes and Future Directions 
 
A number of unanticipated themes have emerged from the interviews and focus groups, and these are 
noted below. These trends will be explored more fully in Stage 2 and Stage 3. 
 

5.1 Attraction 
 

 The potential for graduate programs to become transactional rather than developmental exists if 
graduates are used primarily for maintenance work and not provided with opportunities to rotate 
and work on design or new developments. 
 

 The opportunity to gain experience in a specific discipline—rather than the image of an industry or 
organisation—is more likely to be a major factor in determining where a new graduate chooses to 
work. 
 

 Careers advisors have limited influence on student perceptions and knowledge of rail careers. 
 

 Engineering students at TAFE generally have a very strong motivation to complete undergraduate 
engineering degrees and will seek out employers who provide a career path that includes the 
opportunity to complete a university degree. 
 

 Commercial recruitment consultants need to understand the culture of specific rail organisations in 
order to promote rail careers more effectively to candidates in a tight labour market. 
 

 Industry could do more to engage directly with individual universities and TAFEs, as well as increase 
their presence in career expos and the like.  

 

5.2 Image 
 

 The growing number of operational interfaces and stakeholders provides opportunities to co-brand 
or share resources through arrangements such as secondments and loans-of-services. 

 

 Lack of current information, curriculum content and engagement with the rail industry prevents 
interested teachers and academics from better promoting rail careers. 

 

 No clear Employee Value Proposition for the public sector rail organisations exists to counter the 
highly competitive remuneration offered to potential recruits by the private rail sector. 

 

 Attempts to rebrand the rail industry will not succeed without cultural change in the public rail 
sector. 

 

 Areas such as recruitment/selection and remuneration need to be perceived differently. This 
requires a move from a bureaucratic mindset to one that is concerned with workforce planning. 
Stage 2 of the research might consider conducting a Force Field Analysis to better understand the 
pressures for and against changing the culture in the public rail sector. 
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5.3 Where to from here? 
 

A questionnaire built on the findings of Stage 1 will be administered to a wider range of potential 
recruits and their influencers. The objective of Stage 2 is to segment the recruitment market and 
to quantify the perceptions of rail careers and careers in competing industries held by these 
segments. The impact that these perceptions have on attitudes towards rail careers and 
intentions to undertake a career in rail will be quantified. As a result of this work, priorities for 
branding rail careers will be established. The literature review will also continue. 
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