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Executive Summary 

This report provides baseline data in relation to how a small group of CRC participant organisations have 
approached the task of supporting competence development and maintenance across a number of areas related 
to safety, compliance and common technical areas such as infrastructure workers. The report draws background 
information from industry intelligence and literature to identify and raise awareness of contemporary issues 
which further support the case for national approaches to training and development for the Australian rail 
industry workforce.  

The research conducted for this study indicated that a well-devised evaluation methodology which supports 
organisational decision-making and access to industry-endorsed approaches to competence development and 
maintenance has become a business imperative for ensuring sustained success in a competitive and globalised 
environment. Such a methodology would consist of a set of benchmarks which would assist in making 
judgements about existing approaches to competence development and maintenance in terms of their 
relevance to meeting business needs, individual requirements, effective design criteria and methods of learning 
delivery and assessment. 

 



Towards a National Approach to Training 
 

CRC for Rail Innovation   Page iv 
 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1: Reasons for employers adopting different types of training     4 

Table 2: Processes and procedures related to ensuring safe work practices and meeting compliance 12 

Table 3: Features of training for infrastructure workers in four companies    13 
 

 



 

CRC for Rail Innovation Page 1 
 

Introduction 

The Education and Training Program is one of four major areas of activity within the CRC for Rail Innovation. The 
principal purpose of this program is to undertake research to support the development of a nationally focused 
and systematic approach to education and training that aligns with the strategic goals the Australian rail industry 
holds for the development of its workforce. 

 

1.1 What is workforce development? 
 
Workforce development is a term that is used to describe a series of linked initiatives which can be applied at a 
number of different levels – international, national and programmatic. These initiatives share a common focus on 
learning for work (Jacobs and Hawley 2007, p. 3). Workforce development includes 
 

 related activities that commence with orientation to work and recruitment through to placement, 
mentoring, follow-up counselling and crisis intervention (Harrison and Weiss 1998) 

 deep engagement by both employers and the community in the development of networks to 
provide a range of human services and industry-driven education and training (Giloth, cited in 
Comyn 2008) 

 activities which prepare individuals with the ‘basic content, specific technical information and 
academic competencies needed for employment‘ – this can be either in educational or 
organisational settings (Grubb, cited in Jacobs and Hawley 2007, p. 11). 

 
Locally, the Government of South Australia defines workforce development as: 

... those activities which increase the capacity of individuals to participate effectively in the workforce 
throughout their whole working life, and which increase the capacity of firms to adopt high performance 
work practices that support their employees to develop the full range and their potential skills and value 
(Government of South Australia 2003, p. 7). 
 

This latter definition fits well with the notion of workforce development that has been adopted to inform projects 
undertaken within the Education and Training Program of the CRC. Workforce development is being considered 
as 
 

... a multi-faceted and systematic approach to the development of individuals, teams and organisations... 
[it] contributes to capacity building, embraces many imperatives of strategic HRM in organisations... 
considers both  current and future workers [and] adds to the human capital model for building competitive 
advantage (Harris and Short 2008). 

 
For the rail industry, workforce development is concerned with: 
 

 enhancing capability alignment – that is, ensuring that there is the best possible alignment of workers’ 
knowledge, skills, aptitudes, motivation and opportunities to engage in meaningful work that makes 
optimal use of their knowledge and skills 

 aligning elements of ability, motivation and engagement at the organisation, team and individual 
levels to contribute to overall organisational effectiveness 

 being clear about the contribution that individual occupational groups make to organisational 
effectiveness, while also acknowledging that blurring of roles is an increasing phenomenon in 
contemporary organisations 

 utilising the full range of contemporary human resource functions, including the strategic functions of 
change management, leadership, and cultural change, as well as tactical strategies such as  workforce 
planning (recruitment , selection and retention), training and development, performance management, 
rewards and recognition, and career development (Harris and Short 2008). 
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1.2 The focus of this project 
 
The scoping study that is the focus of this report is the first phase of a project concerned with enhancing the 
relevance and national consistency of education and training provided to rail industry employees in the areas of 
compliance, safety and common technical domains—  areas that are all critical to overall industry performance. 
The project will eventually contribute to alleviating some of the current problems associated with the provision of 
training in these areas. These problems include duplication of effort, overlapping content, and reduced levels of 
portability and transferability of training. While acknowledging that these problems cannot be entirely eliminated 
due to current jurisdictional differences, the alignment of individual workers’ knowledge, skills and capabilities 
across specific occupational groups can nevertheless be significantly enhanced with a view to delivering greater 
organisational effectiveness. 
 
The outcomes from this scoping study will inform the design of subsequent projects that will evaluate a selection 
of ways in which the effectiveness and efficiency of training in the key areas of compliance, safety and common 
technical domains might be enhanced. This project is particularly concerned with examining ways in which 
efficiencies might be attained through the development of national approaches to the provision of this training. 
 

1.3 Project Objectives 
 
The aims of this scoping project were to: 

 identify in broad terms the nature of the processes, procedures and courses currently used to deliver rail 
safety training to staff within the track worker occupational group in a sample of CRC for Rail Innovation 
participant organisations , and 

 analyse the potential for the development of shared approaches to training in areas of common interest 
that could be included in subsequent evaluation projects. 

 

1.4 Data collection methods 
 
The project adopted a two-stage approach to collecting data. In the first stage a short questionnaire was 
conducted with representatives from two of three companies that had initially agreed to participate in the study 
(interviews could not be arranged with the third firm). Interviews were held in various locations with each of six 
representatives from Company 1.  These representatives included a General Manager and five Delivery Managers 
or Training Coordinators. Interviews were  conducted with each of three representatives from Company 2, 
including the General Manager (Infrastructure), the General Manager (Commercial Renewals) and the General 
Manager (Organisational Development). Two of the General Managers (Infrastructure and Commercial Renewals) 
have direct responsibility for rail safety training (trades and non-trades). The General Manager (Organisational 
Development) is responsible for training across the entire organisation. In this company Organisational Learning is 
a division of Organisational Development and has responsibility for providing training in rail safety.  
 
The second stage of the data collection process involved four companies. Following receipt of advice and 
feedback from the Project Steering Committee, two rail industry occupational groups were investigated as case 
studies and the pathways from entry to the point of being deemed competent for their role were detailed. This 
research was used for verifying information collected to date, and also to inform subsequent projects. 
 

1.5 Scope of this report 
 
All identified training courses and procedures used within the rail industry to assure compliance and safety and to 
enhance technical competence in key functions are included in the scope of this study. These rail company 
courses are offered in-house, and usually do not lead to a nationally accredited qualification in their own right 
(though they may contribute to such qualifications).  
 
In-house procedures and processes are those that have  

 been developed to assess and assure competence of employees; and  
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 contribute to preparing employees or contractors for their work. 

For the purposes of this study, a process is defined as the transformation of a set of inputs (which can include 
actions, methods, information and resources) into a set of desired outputs. These outputs satisfy stakeholder 
needs and expectations and are shaped by constraints and enabling factors in a particular context. A procedure is 
a documented and systematic method of performing a specific task or process in order to ensure formal 
compliance with organisational policy and/or wider legislation. 
 
These processes and procedures can include induction courses, processes to provide certification to workers for 
particular functions, or processes to provide access to particular areas of rail infrastructure. Often these are 
developed independently in each company. These activities may not be part of a designated training course; 
rather, they are activities that employees carry out as part of their regular work, usually under the supervision of 
other staff who are nominated as assessors or supervisors. 
 
Processes and procedures can be contrasted with training. Training can be defined as either the transfer of 
knowledge, or the development of skills/capabilities and opportunities to gain meaningful experience which leads 
to the development of levels of competency expected in the performance of particular work roles.  
 
Training can be undertaken using a number of different strategies or approaches, and can be categorised in a 
number of ways. Options include on- or off-job training, face-to-face or technology-based delivery (e.g. e-
learning), and coaching or mentoring. At the broadest level, all training can be categorised into one of three 
groups (Smith, Oczkowski and Hill 2009; Tight 2002): 

 accredited – leading to the attainment of a nationally recognised vocational qualification which is 
administered under the National Training Framework 

 unaccredited –usually containing some content that is determined in advance of the training delivery, is 
usually tied to particular workplace functions or needs, and does not lead to any recognised qualification 

 informal –usually undertaken alongside or intertwined with work practices, or can occur alongside work 
in circumstances where employees might exchange information, ‘tips and tricks’, or generally offer 
support and guidance to their colleagues. 
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2.  The Training Agenda 

2.1 Decision-making and approaches to training 

Employers’ decisions to provide training for their employees are shaped by a complex set of factors (Smith 
and Hayton 1999). A process-orientated model developed by Smith and Hayton (1999) to explain the 
decision-making process highlighted three key aspects: 

 The decision to train employees is strongly connected with the press to manage workplace change. 
This can be in various guises – competitive pressures, new technology and quality assurance, for 
example. Further, research by Smith, Pickersgill, Smith and Rushbrook (2005) examining 
organisational change and employer training asserts there is a strong positive link between 
enterprises which focus on connecting training with business strategy and increased training activity 
across all different forms of training (accredited, formal and informal) 

 Training is increasingly being focused on the individual, rather than groups of employees regardless of 
their need (an individualised rather than a one-size-fits-all approach) 

 Training is increasingly being initiated by employees (perhaps through processes such as performance 
management/review) and then organised accordingly (Smith and Hayton 1999, p. 257). 

Employers also make decisions about the different forms of training they make available to their employees. 
Very recent research sought to better understand the factors that shape this process with particular regard to 
different types of training (Smith, Oczkowski and Hill 2009). Table 1 summarises the findings of this research, 
which used four (overlapping) categories of training.  

Table 1: Reasons for employers adopting different types of training 

Type of training Reasons for adoption Factors influencing 
choice 

Relationships between 
factors/links with other issues 

Vocational 
qualifications 
(i.e. delivered 
by registered 
training 
organisations) 

 Provide skills for 
certain jobs 

 Meet compliance 
with external 
requirements 
(licensing, 
professional 
standards) or 
internal 
requirements 
(industrial 
agreements) 

Commitment to training 

Workforce skill levels  

Low commitment linked with 
substitution of internal training for 
vocational qualifications 

High commitment linked with using 
vocational qualifications to meet 
regulatory requirements 

High workforce skill levels link use 
of vocational qualifications with 
compliance requirements; enhance 
competitiveness 

Low workforce skills levels link use 
of vocational qualifications with 
substitution skills not developed 
through internal training 
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Type of training Reasons for adoption Factors influencing 
choice 

Relationships between 
factors/links with other issues 

Employment of 
apprentices and 
trainees 

 Used for specific 
reasons – filling 
specific vacancy; 
specific skills needs 

 Means of increasing 
overall skill level of 
workforce 

Have highly skilled 
workforce; use internal 
training to improve 
overall skill level of 
workforce; likely to 
have experienced 
recruitment difficulties 

Not likely to be 
experiencing 
recruitment difficulties; 
unlikely to be using 
internal training 

Employment of apprentices and 
trainees linked to altruistic reasons 
– organisational/managerial level 
factors, not industry wide factors 

Use of apprenticeships and 
traineeships not linked to financial 
reasons 

Nationally 
recognised 
training (this 
can be delivered 
in house or in 
collaboration 
with registered 
training 
organisations) 

 Dominant reason: to 
meet compliance 
with external 
requirements 
(licensing); to meet 
industrial relations 
obligations 

 Second most 
important reason: 
provision of 
job/business related 
skills 

 Enhance 
competitive goals 
for business 

Organisations with high 
levels of workforce skills 
and experiencing 
recruitment difficulties 

Usually linked with large 
organisations with 
specialised skilled 
workforces 

Exchange between employer and 
employees (training for greater 
loyalty – linked to retention) 
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Type of training Reasons for adoption Factors influencing 
choice 

Relationships between 
factors/links with other issues 

Unaccredited 
training 

 Major reason: 
improving overall 
skill level of 
workforce 

 Other reason for 
large organisations : 
enhancing 
competitive 
position, particularly 
in relation to 
demands of new 
technology 

This form of training 
shows strong 
integration with other 
human resource 
practices (especially for 
large organisations ) – it 
is linked to more 
strategic approaches to 
HRM 

Use of this form of training for skill 
enhancement and developing a 
responsive workforce is 
widespread 

Organisations with low level of 
workforce skills and which do not 
attach a high level of importance to 
training use unaccredited training 
to improve overall skill of 
workforce 

Organisations with high level of 
workforce skills and which attach a 
high level of importance to training 
use unaccredited training to 
develop a more strategic approach 
to the use of their human 
resources 

Source: Smith et al. 2009, pp.7-9. 

Smith et al. (2009) conclude that a mix of ‘strategic and skill factors’ play a significant role in decision-making 
associated with the mix of training provided by organisations (p. 32). These include: 

 importance placed on training within the organisation  

 workforce skill levels within an organisation 

 recruitment difficulties (p. 9) 

Further, the study also notes the difficulty in ‘unpicking’ the influence of the industry sector on decisions about 
the type of training that might be provided. For the rail industry this is a critical issue. 

2.2 Training in the rail industry 

The challenges facing the rail industry are similar to those facing the transport industry in general. Along with 
poor rail industry image and the perception that other industries offer more attractive career prospects, the lack 
of coordination and appropriateness of training is seen as one of the prime factors making the attraction and 
retention of younger workers difficult (Australian Government 2007, p. xiii). The relevant Industry Skills Council 
states that: 

The issues of skills development and the degree to which the industry provides adequate training and 
development should … form a key aspect of further analysis. In a sector that has predominantly used licensing as 
underpinning skill and knowledge requirements, there is often little additional training provided in the workplace 
(Transport and Logistics Industry Skills Council 2007, p. 9). 

These challenges are also similar to those in some overseas countries. In the UK the Strategic Rail Authority’s 
report Delivering the framework of skills for the rail industry (2001)concluded that the “moving *of+ skills up the 
agenda of the rail industry was never going to be easy” (p. 2), “skills shortages are indeed significant” (p. 4), “the 
rail industry has a low take-up in each of the training areas targeted” (p. 5), “the take-up of Modern 
Apprenticeships in the rail industry is exceedingly low” (p. 6) and “the uptake of rail specific NVQs and SVQs … is 
disappointing” (p. 8). A major HR study in the Canadian rail industry (The Railway Association of Canada 2002) 
focused on three main pressing issues: workforce planning, image and its impact on recruitment and retention, 
and skill requirements—including the training and learning solutions available to address these needs. It 
advocated development of a common industry vision and cooperative approach to current and coming challenges 
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(Exec Summary). Specifically in training, the report found two significant shifts: a move to pre-employment 
training for certain occupations, and a shift to technology-based training (p. 95). These issues sound familiar here 
in Australia. 

The diverse nature of the rail industry presents some challenges for those concerned with fostering a learning 
culture and managing training and development in an efficient and effective manner. Reforms to increase 
efficiency and competition within the industry have driven privatisation, with flow-on effects for significant 
productivity improvements and down-sizing of employment in the industry (Mahendran, Dockery and Affleck 
2007a). In turn, this has impacted on training effort within the industry, with operators looking to drive down 
training costs and reduce training effort in order to manage poaching of skilled staff. The end result is an industry 
now faced with an ageing workforce, skills shortages, and problems with attraction and retention of younger 
workers (Mahendran et al. 2007a). 

A component of the Rail Skills and Career Council’s Strategic Plan for 2007-2010 is to “identify and develop 
courses and programs to meet specific industry requirements” (RSCC 2007, p. 3). There is also an expressed desire 
in the Plan to “align the people-related research activities of the CRC over the next seven years with the areas of 
interest of the HR managers within the RSCC” (p. 3). 

The changing face of rail report (PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2006) concluded that the main reason people choose 
to leave the rail industry is due to a lack of career progression and a lack of development opportunities (p. 43). In 
particular, the study found that: 

 The rail industry is “under delivering” (as measured by a negative difference between the level to which it 
delivers a particular aspect of work and the importance of that aspect to employees) on training and 
career (p. 42), yet both of these aspects in particular are supported as industry attractors in other data in 
the report. Thus, άƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇƻƻǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜƳŜŘƛŜŘέ 
(p. 42). “Targeted improvements in this area are likely to deliver returns in the industry’s capacity to 
attract and retain” (p. 49). “Insufficient and unfocused approaches to training act as a deterrent to 
younger workers who are driven by a strong desire to develop skills” (p. 3). 

 Tertiary institutions currently offer only limited courses that equip students with the necessary skills for a 
career in rail, and so, without a united industry view, tertiary institutions are likely to build programs that 
draw only limited support (p. 48). This leaves the onus on the industry to develop the necessary 
programs for their employees (p. 48). 

 However, rail operators are reluctant to invest in training – this was “a dominant theme emerging from 
the data in relation to training and skill development in the rail industry” (p. 47). The prevailing practice is 
to ‘buy’ rather than to ‘grow’. 

 There is inadequate industry data available to allow accurate determination of current and future 
workforce and skill requirements (p. 73). 

 And from the RSCC Executive workshop, it was agreed that “traditional and emerging skill requirements 
should be managed in a coordinated manner across the country” (p. 81) 

 Currently there is no shared understanding of or agreement about minimum training requirements. 
Training across Australia is varied in terms of types of training offered, the length of time required to 
undertake training, and the recognition of training received in other states (p. 14). 

Subsequently, the report Forecasting rail workforce needs: a long-term perspective (Mahendran, Dockery & 
Affleck 2007b) highlighted the Australian rail workforce’s concentration in occupations with elementary to 
intermediate skill levels: 

Compared to the average for all Australian industries, a higher proportion of rail workers have a certificate 
qualification or possess no recognised qualification and conversely, are less likely to have tertiary education 
qualifications (Executive Summary). 

Census data indicate that, in 2001 (census data), 56.5% (n = 16,300) of the Australian rail workforce was 
concentrated in three of nine occupational categories: intermediate clerical and service workers; intermediate 
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production and transport workers; and elementary clerk, sales and service workers (marginally more than in 
1996, and expected to remain static through to 2020). Moreover, 26.2% held a certificate level qualification and a 
large 59.5% had no recognised qualification (compared with figures for all industries of 21.6% and 50.3% 
respectively). This proportion of the rail industry without a non-school qualification was higher than that for all 
transport and logistics workers, viz. 52.7% in 2006 (Australian Government 2007, p. 9), and the figure for the 
transport and logistics industry is itself lower that industry overall (ANTA 2005, p. 63). Thus, an important focus 
within the CRC for Rail Innovation Education and Training Program—and in particular projects linked to this 
scoping study—should be on the upskilling and career development of this large segment of the rail workforce. 

The report reinforced many of the Changing face of rail report (PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2006) findings. In 
particular, this report similarly concluded that: 

 rail operators believe there had been a substantial reduction in training investment across the industry 

 a number of factors (e.g. increased emphasis on cost reduction, fear of poaching, and enhanced 
privatisation which led to substantial rationalisation of many of the large-scale training programs and 
resources sustained by government owned rail organisations) have made it increasingly difficult for 
training needs of the rail industry to be met 

 operators increasingly have looked to recruit workers with pre-existing rail qualifications and 
experience, exacerbating increased competition and poaching 

The report also underscored other trends which are relevant to this suite of projects: 

 Outsourcing of training services to external providers and the associated emergence of niche markets of 
providers is increasing (although 14 of 24 operators interviewed still deliver most of their training 
internally and 11 are registered training organisations). 

 Rail training is being streamlined to reduce completion times. 

 There is a shift towards more competency-based training and greater alignment with the AQF, leading to 
a more standardised training framework for the industry and increased utilisation of registered training 
organisations. 

Among the recommendations for improving future training outcomes for the rail industry, the report called for  

 a more standardised, national skills recognition and accreditation system, 

 establishing more in-depth partnerships and alliances between rail organisations, the government, 
industry groups and training providers to foster the development of more rail training programs and 
facilities, 

 developing a more mature external industry training network to enable rail workers to acquire base 
qualifications in core competencies such as in safe working and OHS training (e.g. associated with 
Certificate I or Certificate II in Rail Operations), 

 more flexible arrangements for delivering training to rail workers in order to minimise interruption to 
working hours and business operations, thereby improving cost efficiency (e.g. using more 
computerbased, internet-based, and self-paced training modules), 

 developing and instigating more mentoring programs and initiatives in order to promote the transfer of 
knowledge from the more experienced to younger employees, and 

 increasing investment in training and capability development of existing workers and new recruits. 

Assessments of the skill profile in the industry reveal occupational trends which are indicative of skill-based 
structural change, most commonly associated with changing technology (Mahendran et al. 2007a). These changes 
also point to an increasing trend towards the need for higher level qualifications which is not merely attributable 
to the ‘credential creep’ evident in the wider Australian workforce (Mahendran et al. 2007a). Current economic 
circumstances and the ‘renaissance’ of rail in the plans for significant infrastructure projects place added pressure 
for training at all levels (Nye, cited in Perry 2009). 
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These changes in the structure of the workforce and the skills profile required in the industry have flow-on effects 
for the ways in which human resource functions such as recruitment, initial and on-going development, and 
maintenance of competence might be conducted.  Recent trends in training practices have included 

 a reduction in training effort which has resulted in increased competition for ‘rail ready’ employees, 

 increased outsourcing of training, associated with the rise of a small number of specialist rail training 
providers, 

 efforts to streamline practices in order to reduce the time needing to be spent on training (this has been 
received both positively and negatively by different groups in the industry, with the latter being 
particularly concerned about potential impacts on safety), and 

 some shift towards the use of competency-based training and greater alignment with nationally 
recognised training (Mahendran et al. 2007b). 

These trends have created conditions which raise a number of concerns about the capacity of the Australian rail 
industry to meet emerging needs for training and development.  These concerns can be organised into four areas 
in need of attention (Mahendran et al. 2007b): 

The first area for action relates to the ways in which training is organised in the industry. Based on the 
demonstrated need for an expanded training effort to deal with issues associated with growing the skill base, 
industry operators are looking to consolidate relationships amongst themselves and subsequently with existing 
training providers (Mahendran et al. 2007b). Arguably, deepening and expanding the quality of engagement with 
training providers will be enhanced through collaborative approaches to training where operators can leverage 
economies of scale by adopting common approaches to shared areas of need. Further, the consolidation of a 
training network, external to the industry, which could address the need for the development and delivery of 
basic training and core competencies (for example, Rail Operations) has been suggested by some operators. 
Others favour a different type of alliance where the industry develops training initiatives which are then delivered 
by external training providers (Mahendran et al. 2007b). The development of ‘best practice’ guides to the 
development of partnerships with training providers and the development of new and innovative approaches to 
training delivery are also needed (ARA 2008). 

The development of a national and standardised skill development and recognition framework is a second area 
for action. Achieving consistency in rail programs will deliver cost savings to operators in terms of ability to share 
training resources and also reduce wastage from the need to repeat training unnecessarily when existing skills are 
not able to be recognised across jurisdictions. Training related to rail-specific issues (for example track safety 
awareness) and training associated with the use of common technology is particularly amenable to national 
approaches. In this respect, the activities of the Transport and Logistics Industry Skills Council are critical, as is the 
ability of the industry to develop consensus views ‘on relevant topics ... [which will] ... lead to industry driven 
changes to areas such as Training Packages, skill sets and qualifications’ (ARA 2008, p. 9). 

The third area for attention relates to the content of training and the expressed desire for greater attention to 
the issue of safety in training to ensure that parity on this issue is maintained with like industries (for example, 
the aviation and shipping transport sectors). These calls come amid academic analyses which argue that the triple 
pressures of ‘contractorisation’, job completion targets and lack of essential rail experience make certain groups 
of workers particularly vulnerable to risk of injury or death (see, for example, Ellison 2000, p. 2). 

Training delivery is the final area identified for action. Rail operators are keen to exploit the potential savings that 
can be made through the adoption of flexible approaches to training which reduce down time for employees. The 
use of competency-based (rather than time–served) training, the development and use of recognition of prior 
learning processes and approaches to training, and the use of e-learning and self-paced delivery strategies, are 
integral to this issue for both new and existing employees (ARA 2008). 

These conditions set the parameters within which rail operators make decisions about the training and skill 
development needs for their employees. They also scope the contextual factors which are shaping this project.  
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3.   Approaches to Training in Areas of Safety, Compliance and Common Technical Areas 

3.1 Managing the training function 

The two companies that participated in the first stage of the scoping study provided an overview of the 
approaches that are taken in the management and delivery of training in these critical areas of operation. 

Company 1 relies almost exclusively on outsourcing its training to various Registered Training Organisations 
(RTOs). The company is involved with input into course design and content. The RTOs work with subject-matter 
experts provided by the company, and all training materials developed are company-specific. Some of the training 
includes a mix of on- and off-job learning with subsequent assessment provided by the RTO. 
 
Company 2 has a training operation, is an RTO, and is recognised and able to award nationally recognised 
qualifications under the Australian Qualifications Framework. The company has a team of qualified Learning and 
Development personnel; however, training is not always based on national competency standards. All training is 
primarily driven by risk assessments and business needs. The Organisational Learning Group works with various 
Business Groups to examine business needs, and develops training for workers based on these assessments.  
 
The Company uses the model: ENSURE, MAINTAIN and DEVELOP: 

 ENSURE – people who enter the organisation are provided with Corporate Induction and RISI, 
assessment of current skill levels and training to the levels required for their job roles 

 MAINTAIN – focuses on maintenance of skills  

 DEVELOP – focuses on extending skills based on needs   

Both companies also have different approaches to constructing learning pathways for workers. 
 
Company 1 uses common procedures or curricula and trains all workers using these tools as a basis for developing 
learning pathways.  
 
Company 2 uses diagnostic feedback against a framework of competencies as a first step to quantify training 
needs. Training and development is targeted to address the identified training needs. 
 

3.2 Training for specific groups of employees 

In both companies, training in areas of safety, compliance and technical competence was examined for a number 

of specific groups of employees.  

In Company 1, three groups of workers were highlighted: 

 Track workers – trained to inspect track for maintenance/repair requirements and to perform 
installations 

 Infrastructure workers – trained to install, maintain and repair infrastructure (various trade areas) 

 Signalling – trained to perform electrical and electronic installation/maintenance/repair 

There was a perception from one respondent that training for track and signalling roles is well covered, but that 
there are gaps in the availability of training for infrastructure workers. This was attributed, in part, to engineering 
standards which varied across state borders/jurisdictions. However, the signalling managers interviewed held 
concerns about the quality of the available training. They also noted that accredited training is currently available 
in only two States (Victoria and New South Wales) and represents a significant gap (and cost) for the organisation. 
Therefore, for this company the main issues associated with training related to access to training and assurance of 
quality of training. Given the strong focus on purchasing training, these concerns are not surprising. 
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Discussions in Company 2 focussed on its rail safety workers, including tradespeople, apprentices (electrical 
trades) and semi-skilled track workers. Training for apprentices is conducted at TAFE colleges (Certificate IV), but 
alongside this training sits a raft of rail- (often company-) specific training that provides technical training in 
company systems. The majority of this additional training is organised in-house and can include two to three 
weeks of training time. The training system used by the company is linked to a competency-based pay rate system 
for its trade employees. 
 
Training for semi-skilled workers is generally shorter in duration. This training is conducted in both on- and off-job 
modes. Initially track workers complete an on-line course and then they move to classroom-based training. Again, 
competency-based pay rates apply. 
 
This company also has to deal with the training of an additional group of paraprofessional workers who are 
responsible for the assets that support the rail systems (these include the power stations and wire transmission 
services). 
 

3.3 In-house processes and procedures used by operators  

Safety training 

 
Interviewees were asked to provide details of the processes and procedures that they use to support the training 
and development of their workers in the areas related to ensuring safe work practices and meeting compliance 
requirements in these areas. These are summarised in Table 2. Approaches in these two companies highlight the 
manner in which training directed towards compliance has been integrated with a range of HR strategies to 
develop a system which integrates the development and maintenance of competence in relation to safe working 
practices into a unified framework. Training is used to create a level of competence. Cycles of assessment (and re-
assessment) provide assurance that workers continue to hold the required knowledge, skills and dispositions to 
perform to the required standards. Further training supports the maintenance of competence and also allows 
further development of skill levels to deal with changing circumstances (e.g.  new technologies, changed 
regulations requiring amended work practices, etc.) These processes are in keeping with literature on the 
development of competence maintenance systems which are designed to ‘control in a logical and integrated 
manner a cycle of activities ... that will assure and further develop competent performance in work’ (ORR 2007, p. 
2). 
 
While names of particular elements of the training system vary between companies, these data suggest there is a 
level of commonality in these training and development systems which is worthy of further investigation. For 
example, interviews confirmed that differences in basic safety induction programs were reported as minimal and 
usually associated with company-specific content or issues. Most were offered over a four-hour period; only one 
operator reported that this basic training was two hours in duration. In further discussion with industry 
representatives, this degree of overlap was estimated to be as much as 80%, with the remaining 20% being 
attributed to operator and jurisdictional variations.   
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    Table 2: Processes and procedures related to ensuring safe work practices and meeting compliance 

Company 11 Company 22 

Staff Induction  Corporate Induction 

Track Awareness Rail Industry Safety Induction (RISI) 

State Specific (White/Green Card) requirements  Rail Safe Working Training – on going, using briefings 
and OHSW training 

Safe Working Procedures 

 Knowledge of engineering standards that 

apply to work tasks 

 Risk assessment / risk mitigation 

 Safe work methods statements 

Rail specific training for three streams of electrical 
apprentices and other trades that join the company 

Daily or job briefings3  

 Details of safe methods  

 ‘Take 5’ – safe work requirements and 

OHSW issues for work at hand 

 Tool Box meetings  (use of safe work 

methods statements to inform and  

update on changes to engineering 

standards; reference to incidents for 

reflection and learning; guest speakers to 

enhance awareness of safety issues 

Safety management systems (OHSW) 

 
Infrastructure workers 
 
Training and development for infrastructure workers was also examined in detail. Table 3 summarises some of 
the features of this training across the four operators that participated in the second stage of the scoping study. 
Again, this summary highlights the similarities that exist across the four operators in this study in terms of the 
ways in which they organise the overall training system for infrastructure workers. Differences, where they 
existed, seem to rest largely with issues such as the length of initial safety training, the timing of re-certification 
for safety training and decisions that are made around the use of national qualifications, recognition of prior 

                                                           

 
1
 Company 1:  In-house procedures and on-job learning do not provide formal qualifications, but are recorded to assure 

competence and to track re-certification requirements. 

 

2
 Company 2: Looking to implement a new controlled system for ócardsô to verify safety knowledge and skills every three 

years 

 

3
 Internal communication procedures such as briefing groups form the backbone of the daily operational system. They deal 

with task briefings, competency assessment, budding requirements, and relevant safety processes and procedures. 
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learning (RPL) and recognition of current competence (RCC), and linking of training to human resource strategies 
such a performance management and remuneration frameworks. 
 

    Table 3: Features of training for infrastructure workers in four rail companies 

Content 
Company 

1 
Company 

2 
Company 

3 
Company 

4 

Use of external consulting firms Partial n/d Partial Partial 

Use of external training organisations Yes No Partial Partial 

Hold RTO status (training and assessment) No Yes Yes Yes 

Use of assessment centre testing methods 
(psych., numeracy, literacy, aptitude tests) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Have a formal induction program 1 day 1 day 1 day Yes 

Track safety awareness  

(Rail Industry Safety Induction) 
4hrs 4 hrs 2hrs 4hrs 

Company specific policies and procedures as 
part of a quality management system 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Gap assessment and RPL/RCC process No Yes Yes n/d* 

On-job training and coaching Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Competence sign-off by team leader Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Alignment with AQF qualifications Optional Optional Yes Yes 

Union involved in development of program Yes Yes Yes n/d 

Re-certification for safety training 2 yrs 2 yrs 3 yrs 3 yrs 

Qualifications up to … Cert III Cert III  Cert III Cert IV 

Performance review system for blue collar 
workers 

Coming 
in 2009 

No Yes n/d 

Progression related to pay Yes No No n/d 

* n/d = no data available 

Operators identified a number of key indicators they believe to be central to quality training systems for the 
industry. These indicators point to the issues that need to be considered when making a judgement about the 
efficacy of training offered by external training companies. They can also provide benchmarks for operators 
offering their own training. These factors can be clustered into two groups. The first group relates to the quality 
of training delivery and includes: 

 the quality of learning materials (content and presentation), 

 the quality of the training facilitation (style and approach), 

 the experience and credibility of the trainers (interviewees expressed a strong preference for former rail 
employees to act as trainers), 
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 the quality of on-the-job coaching and training, and the extent to which it supports any off-job 
component and is enabling (i.e. is effective in developing the required knowledge/skills/attitudes and is 
thorough), and 

 the quality of processes used to deal with the sustainability of learning outcomes over time, including 
processes to address retraining and re-testing of competency. 

The second group of indicators addresses the important issue of assessment. Operators noted that systems need 
to include strategies which assure the quality of the assessment process through the collection of high quality 
evidence that is a valid and reliable indicator of competency. Assessment methods need to enhance possibilities 
for external recognition to avoid unnecessary duplication.  
 

3.4 Issues with current approaches to training provision 

Operators in both stages of the scoping study identified current problems associated with providing training for 
safety, compliance and common technical areas. All acknowledged the complexities associated with managing 
training across jurisdictions characterised by different systems, and where history, variations in regulations, 
different technologies, and the demands of metropolitan, rural, regional and remote locations can impact 
significantly on the quality of training available for staff. Differences in engineering standards was a particularly 
salient issue for the training of infrastructure workers, while differences in the quality of training that can be 
accessed across different locations was an issue for signalling training. Training for this group of workers was 
often viewed as not rail-specific, dated, not aimed at the right levels, and not sufficiently engaged with RPL 
processes.  
 
The use of commercial (external) training providers added significantly to the training costs of some operators, as 
did problems with access where training was confined to one geographic location and employees were required 
to undertake travel (sometimes interstate) to attend training programs. The impact of the commercial interests of 
some training providers and their connection with unions led some operators to question whether training was 
being offered as efficiently as possible.  
 
Some operators questioned the provision of re-certification training. They specifically queried whether decisions 
such as determining the time between certification and re-certification were based on sound evidence of need. 
The question of best approaches to providing ‘top-up’ training to support re-certification was raised as an issue. 
Here, concern was expressed that this training was about ‘teaching for the test’ rather than addressing the notion 
that re-certification was concerned with the (re)development of ‘conscious competence’ and heightening the 
capacity of workers to move beyond ‘routine competence’ (ORR 1997) to a level of improved performance which 
catered more appropriately for the changing contexts in which rail workers operate (for example, coping with 
degraded technology; managing new and novel situations). 
 
Training and development was not viewed in isolation from other strategies needed to ensure the provision of 
safe working environments or the assurance that standard operating procedures are reasonably complied with in 
a consistent manner. One of the key challenges in managing the efficacy of training is monitoring workers’ 
adherence to procedures and processes. While the procedures and processes are subject to regular review, 
operators were clear that worker behaviour is more difficult to monitor. A related issue is the attenuation of 
training – that is, the time period over which the effects of training might decrease along with decreases in levels 
of competency. The most salient expression of this dilemma relates to the need for remedial training for drivers 
after a ‘lay-off’ period. 
 
Evidence from the interviews suggested that little formal evaluation of training is undertaken— particularly in 
relation to assessment of value for money, effectiveness of learning, and impact on job behaviour over time. 
 
Questions were also raised about the ability of training systems to cope with emerging issues such as skills 
shortages where novel solutions like retaining white collar workers for blue collar (technical roles) are being 
considered. Mergers and acquisitions where the organisational environment changes dramatically around 
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workers (often creating significantly new demands for different levels of competence) present considerable 
challenges.  
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3.5 The feasibility of national approaches to training 
 
Of all the issues addressed in the scoping study, those associated with considering the feasibility of national 
approaches to training generated the most diverse set of opinions from respondents. Even the notion of what 
was meant by ‘national’ approaches was questioned, with some respondents advocating a ‘genuinely national 
approach‘ (as distinct from more limited perspectives) which would encourage companies working on adjacent 
infrastructure to strike agreements in relation to standards and training requirements. 
 
Some respondents clearly saw benefits in national approaches to training. National approaches could address 
issues such as rail-specific content and enhancing accessibility (in the case of training for signalling – electrical and 
telecommunications). Others respondents, however, did not see national approaches as being able to solve core 
issues such as reducing the costs of training. For example, track work training (for semi-skilled workers) is often a 
very short, company-specific program. It was argued that any generic content or national training would still need 
to be supplemented with additional company-based training, thus reducing the cost effectiveness of such 
approaches.  
 
Track behaviour and working on tracks was cited as example where the work shares many common features – 
whatever the type of system and geographic location – and thus is amenable to a national training program. 
Similarly, signalling training was identified as needing to be only 50% company specific, while the other 50% of 
training for this occupational group was considered to be of a generic nature.  
 
Another respondent put forward the argument that there is an over-emphasis on differences between companies 
at the expense of actively working with the common areas. For example, companies tend to purchase equipment 
from the same suppliers – a practice which can create the potential for shared, national approaches to training. 
However, issues of ownership, politics and identity often hinder such efforts. Put another way, investment in new 
technologies could potentially act as a lever for national approaches to training. 
 
The use of the national vocational education and training (VET) system and the issues that it presents for the rail 
industry are significant. National competencies (as expressed in Training Packages) are often perceived as too 
generic or not sufficiently relevant to be useful when constructing curriculum for training in particular 
organisations. Questions were posed around the interests of RTOs, adding to the complexity faced by rail 
companies. More effective negotiation with RTOs to provide rail-specific modules is required, as is more extensive 
use of recognition of prior learning (RPL) processes; however, given the current emphasis on competency 
assurance, recognition of current competence (RCC) may be a more useful future direction to pursue.  
 
The design of training curricula was identified as a very expensive process (claimed as a 5:1 ratio of investment to 
outcome). A national approach could embrace nationally designed training programs which could be customised 
and delivered at the local level (i.e. moving the training to the workers and not vice versa).  
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4.   Summary of Findings and Future Directions 

4.1 Summary of findings 

This scoping study has provided a first level review of selected approaches used to develop staff competence in 
safety, compliance and common technical areas for particular rail industry occupational groups. It has established 
a prima facie case that rail organisations do share a number of common processes, procedures and courses for 
the development of staff in the areas of rail safety training and common technical areas such as infrastructure 
workers. 

It was acknowledged that issues such as fragmented regulation make a consistent and national approach to 
training difficult to achieve. However, there was consensus that overcoming these difficulties is essential if the 
investment being made in training and development is to fully realise its potential to deliver real benefits to 
organisations in terms of increased effectiveness, economies of scale, and a united voice to the RTOs who service 
the industry. 

Based on the findings of this scoping project, it is possible to confirm that: 

 Operators are currently making a range of choices in relation to the ways in which they manage the 
training function for their workforces. 

 Decisions concerning training strategies are driven by a number of factors including cost, efficiency and 
perceived effectiveness. These factors are all rated equally highly in decision-making processes. 

 Systematic evaluation and benchmarking of training effort against other operators or some good practice 
model were not apparent as key drivers of decision-making. 

 Training systems for the rail industry are not only concerned with initial development of competence; the 
need to ensure that competence is maintained over time is an equally important issue. 

 Although operators are combining a number of human resource strategies to build and maintain the 
competence of their workforces, the rationale behind—and efficacy of—these combined strategies 
appears to be largely untested. This suggests that the trend is driven by pragmatism and compliance 
concerns rather than the desire to improve training quality.  

 Organisations use a variety of in-house processes, procedures, and training programs—as well as external 
training providers—to design and deliver programs to meet their identified learning and development 
needs. 

 Training for selected groups of workers is being undertaken in contexts where labour scarcities, a thin 
training market (characterised by a shortage of training providers and compounded by their wide 
geographical distribution), and establishment costs (e.g. the design of curricula) add considerably to the 
expense of training. 

 Descriptions of key features of systems used for safety training and the development of infrastructure 
workers suggest there are considerable similarities between operators in the ways in which their training 
is organised and assessed. 

 Estimates of the extent of company-specific training versus training of a generic nature vary from 50:50 
for training in areas such as signalling to 20:80 for some forms of safety training. 

 Relationships between the rail industry operators and the national VET system appear vexed. The nature 
(quality) of this relationship and the apparent inability of the VET system to respond genuinely to the 
needs of the industry seem to be limiting the vision for national approaches to training. 
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 While there is considerable interest in adopting national and/or shared approaches to common areas of 
training need, there remain some barriers/inhibitors. Competitive pressures (i.e. the need for ‘company-
specific’ training) and jurisdictional issues were viewed as limiting factors, but ones which could be 
addressed. 

4.2 Future directions 

This study has illustrated the use of diverse mixes of strategies to promote competence development and 
maintenance – some of which are company-specific, but many of which are shared across organisations. It is clear 
that rail organisations hold a wealth of in-house experience, training materials, and (in some cases) training and 
development capacity. They also access professional support from a diverse range of external training providers.. 
The sharing of this accumulated expertise offers potential value to organisations through containment of 
development costs, encouraging networking, and building a partnership approach in competence development 
and maintenance in key areas within the industry. 

It is also evident that companies continue to expend significant resources on training and development with little 
empirical knowledge of how their approaches compare with like activities in other organisations. The use of 
evaluative tools such as audits and benchmarking to inform decisions about the design of training and 
competence management systems across a wide range of organisations within the industry was not considered as 
part of this scoping project, but deserves detailed future study. 

This vast store of information and experience needs to be synthesised into a useable form which will enable 
strategic business decisions to be made on the clear understanding of what a national approach to skill 
development for segments of the rail workforce looks like. There is evidence to suggest that effective use is being 
made of some training products developed internally by human resource professionals and shared across some 
organisations; however, the extent to which this represents a genuinely national approach is open to conjecture. 
There are challenges associated with accessing the training products currently available. There is also uncertainty 
as to the critical issues needing consideration when purchasing training from external providers for the purpose 
of ensuring nationally consistent approaches to training or undertaking in-house customisation of national 
training products. 

On the evidence from this scoping study, the development of an evaluation methodology that could be used as a 
basis for informing skill development processes for defined occupational groups and key areas of competence 
development and maintenance is recommended. The application of this evaluation methodology would be a first 
step in assisting organisations to make decisions about developing alliances to address common areas of skill 
development and harmonisation, as well as coordinate national approaches to skills development in areas of 
common interest.   

Several participating organisations have acknowledged the variations and high expense of providing initial 
training in rail safety during the induction phase of employment.  These concerns—together with the extensive 
and ubiquitous nature of rail industry safety training in particular—makes this area an excellent priority when 
initiating the development of a national approach to training.  Success in this domain could be followed by 
attention to any number of other areas. While this priority is clear, at this time we do not know in any empirical 
sense what a national approach to rail safety induction training might look like. We do know that there is a degree 
of collaboration around this area, with organisations sharing resources and knowledge in both formal and 
informal ways. However, there is no overall defined methodology to guide decision-making in these areas, or any 
sustained development of a ‘proof of concept’ – that is, an example where a truly national approach to 
competence development has been developed and assessed in terms of its efficacy. 

Through processes to develop an evaluation methodology for one specific area of training need, a model could be 
developed which could then be applied to any number of areas of skill development. Such areas would be those 
that would benefit from an industry-wide approach while also allowing organisations to make strategic decisions 
about customisation of generic training approaches to meet areas of need relating to market niche, different 
regulatory frameworks and so on. Such a methodology would play a very important role in opening doors for 
harmonisation of activities and would contribute to the Australasian Railway Association’s strategic goals of 
building industry cooperation, improving performance and generating downstream cost containment. 
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