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Key take-aways 
1. Recognizing linkages makes reforms more sustainable: a systems approach to Human 

Resources Management (HRM) and Public Financial Management (PFM), as well as wider 
processes, such as peace processes or public sector reform, is needed.  

2. With a significant portion of SSG/R funding being non-ODA and outside the DAC principles, 
the questions of the best structures for receiving, managing and overseeing the use of the 
funds needs to be part of the reflection process. 

3. Political will for reform at different levels is crucial; increasing the effectiveness of security 
and justice providers  while monitoring performance and accountability through internal and 
external oversight bodies can create the right incentives for difficult reforms as well as 
provide scrutiny for requests for budget or staff increases. 

4. Data driven approaches on available human resources, performance and accountability can 
further inform budget processes and contribute to financial sustainability.  

5. Supplementing security sector salaries can be a tool to incentivize reform; in order to work, 
close monitoring, conditionality as well as a minimum of robust payroll and payment 
structures are required.  

6. To maximize leverage, international partners need to move from coordination as 
information sharing towards coordination that starts at the beginning with joint or shared 
analysis and planning. 

7. Several specific areas lend themselves to further in-depth exploration and possible 
development of guidance documents: 

a. Managing the politics and the political economy: issues of HRM and PFM reforms; 
b. Setting up the right financial disbursement management and oversight modalities;  
c. Managing corruption risks; 
d. National ownership and reform commitment; 
e. Leveraging short-term tactical reforms as entry points for institutional reform; 
f. Technical recommendations on setting up an HRM system.   
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Background 
This report summarizes some of the key findings and discussion points raised during an expert 
exchange organized by DCAF-ISSAT in November 20201. The exchange focused on the linkages 
between public financial management (PFM) and human resources management (HRM) to identify 
opportunities for strategic reforms tied to technical projects on salary payments of security sector 
personnel, focusing on emerging good practices, lessons learned and risk factors with regards to the 
management of human resources in the security sector. Particular attention was paid to the budget 
process, the management of personnel expenditure and payroll management, as well as the 
linkages between PFM and wider human resources management as an entry point for increasing 
transparency and effectiveness.  

This event was delivered as a response to a request to the DCAF-ISSAT helpdesk. The helpdesk 
provides a facility for DCAF-ISSAT’s Governing Board Members to access DCAF-ISSAT expertise to 
backstop and reinforce their regular work, as well as exploit DCAF-ISSAT’s convening role bringing 
together members of the international community from Governing Board Members and partner 
institutions to discuss specific topics on a needs-based and ad-hoc basis. 

HRM of the security sector 

Why HRM matters 
There is a strong need to more systematically raise the profile and consideration of HRM issues in 
security sector reform as a key pillar of an SSR process rather than a distinct or parallel discipline: 

- Personnel are the most important asset of any security sector institution and the extent to 
which an institution has the right personnel, and can effectively utilize and manage their 
personnel, are critical factors in the effectiveness of institutions and sustainability of the reform 
process.  

- Given that personnel costs often account for an overwhelming part of the expenditure for 
security institutions, effective management of personnel is also central to improving the 
efficiency of any security sector institution. Linking performance management to HRM is vital 
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for effectiveness and efficiency – and hence enabling prioritization and financial sustainability 
of the security sector by limiting force expansion and optimally using available resources. 

- HRM can help to address common issues plaguing security institutions, including improving 
morale, minimizing internal corruption, or helping to translate gains in capacity building into 
operational effectiveness.  

Taking a holistic perspective 
HRM goes well beyond simply counting the number of personnel or managing internal recruitment, 
promotion or transfer systems. It includes issues around welfare, training, gender, and budget as 
well as broader management issues of defining functions, tasks, and organizational set up. Beyond 
the responsibility of dedicated Human Resource (HR) Units, HRM is closely related to the roles and 
systems of chain of command, delegation of responsibilities around HR within the structure, and 
ensuring the integration of HR with key processes: budget, professional development, policy and 
strategy formulation, strengthening internal oversight, and promoting broader performance-based 
management.  

Reform of security sector HRM also needs to be seen as part of wider public sector reforms. 
Especially in post-conflict settings, HRM reforms also need to be linked to DDR. In such situations, 
right-sizing of the security institutions cannot be done in a vacuum without integrating ex-
combatants and finding solutions for establishing new rank structures, handling pension payments 
etc. Similarly, DDR processes should not be embarked on without being situated within a wider 
framework of actual or potential SSR.  

HRM’s significance for transparency, legitimacy and prevention 
Given the particular status and functions of the security sector, often operating outside the usual 
scrutiny applied to public sector activities, HRM can incentivize change and reform in the security 
sector from within, as well as mitigate the risks of political interference and corruption.  

Ensuring inclusiveness, merit-based opportunities, ethnic diversity and power sharing contributes 
to conflict prevention and peacebuilding and reducing grievances by increasing representativeness 
and plurality among the workforce.  

At the same time, HRM is also a good example for the possibility of achieving strategic level impact 
through technical entry points. HRM reforms at all levels have the potential to contribute to the 
sustainability of reforms, as well as improve accountability, oversight and transparency of the 
sector.  
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HRM of the security sector as a marketplace for political 
power 

HRM offers opportunity for political interference 
HRM is a highly political process as it ultimately deals with access and distribution of power and 
resources with plenty of opportunities for political interference, corruption as well as perpetuating 
divides between groups.  

The political nature of HRM becomes clear through the fact that the size of individual security 
institutions and set up of a national security architecture, the decision about which institution has 
the mandate and resources to do what, where troops and police are deployed, are often deliberate 
and political decisions and not based on data, threat and needs assessments but ways to yield 
power/influence or in some cases act as an employment generator. Similarly, ethnic representation 
and inclusiveness are high-level political decisions and results of political bargaining processes. 
Funding and available budgets are frequently defined outside of the national budget planning 
process and outside of parliamentary scrutiny.  

HRM offers plenty of risks of corruption 
HRM processes, similarly to procurement, lend themselves to corruption and bending the rules. 
Corruption can take place in virtually all aspects of personnel decisions, such as peacekeeping 
deployments and misuse of peacekeeping salaries, allowances, per diems, recruitment, promotion, 
access to training and rotations/ transfers.  

Instead of being based on clear criteria and following clear protocols, these are frequently 
bargaining chips for those yielding influence over how to distribute them and have to be part of any 
political economy analysis or interest mapping.  

The consequence of political interference and corruption in HRM processes is that it stymies 
operational effectiveness and has significant implications for morale within the institutions and 
overall grievances of certain groups.  

Creating the right incentives for HRM reforms 
To achieve sustainable reform, it is crucially important to develop a multi-pronged political 
engagement strategy, based on a sound political economy analysis, and create incentives for strong 
local ownership at the political and senior command levels. Supplementing security sector salaries 
as a way of creating the right incentives for reform is covered in more detail below.  
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Investing in a political engagement strategy and PEA 
Reflecting the political nature of HRM, reforms need to be accompanied by a clear political 
engagement strategy. Sustainable reforms require a high degree of alignment between client/ 
partner government and the international actors providing support to overcome any possible 
agency losses in the principal-agency relationship.  

The first step towards such an alignment, is to conduct a proper political economy analysis or 
interest mapping, highlighting the various power dynamics and structures as well as the impact of 
various reform proposals on them, to identify possible agents of change within institutions as well 
as spoilers. To ensure the relevance of a reform proposal to develop a HRM system, international 
experience highlights that a sound initial assessment of the cultural, historical legacies, political and 
societal factors that influence how personnel are managed needs to be undertaken to inform the 
initial programmatic approach to developing a HRM system in the security sector. It has to be 
acknowledged that in some extremely fragile contexts with ongoing conflicts and fragmented 
security sectors, the security sector’s level of dysfunctionality might necessitate a more sequenced 
approach. This raises the question whether and how to apply tactical stabilization elements before 
it is possible to move towards the more strategic reform. In such cases it is absolutely crucial to 
ensure that any activities avoid reinforcing structures or mechanisms that are detrimental in the 
long run, and already start laying the groundwork for structural reforms wherever possible. 

Part of the political engagement strategy and creating incentives can be on the one hand positive 
incentives, such as making the business case for reforms - promising gains in operational 
effectiveness through better performance management – or offering salary supplementation; on 
the other hand, incentives can also the introduction of conditionality tied to strengthening internal 
controls as well as external management and oversight capacity of parliaments and ministries to 
scrutinize decisions and requests.  

Linking performance management and HRM for operational effectiveness 
and scrutiny  
Linking HRM with performance management enables institutions to monitor the effectiveness and 
efficiency of their use of financial and human resources, make informed decisions about where 
resources and budgets are justified, and enables transparency through clear and objective criteria.   

While internal accountability and monitoring performance often not sufficiently the focus of reforms 
which emphasize conduct and abuse issues, performance management across institutions would 
help with keeping security budgets reasonable and potentially right-sizing of forces. If decisions are 
not based on a proper troop to task analysis, problems will simply be met with requests for more 
staff and higher budgets.  

Command and control 

HRM systems are intrinsically linked or influenced by the extent to which there is a clear chain of 
command within a security sector institution. Even well-established systems for promotion, 
recruitment, transfers, or record keeping can easily be overwhelmed by a weak chain of command 
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and poor internal accountability. In cases where little recourse is taken for circumventing 
established procedures for HR, it is difficult to compensate for such institutional deficits even 
through a well capacitated HRM system. HRM reforms thus need to be driven from senior command 
levels (who need to own the reform process) through the entire operational chain of command rather 
than simply through established HR units who are often insufficiently empowered in the chain of 
command to overcome these challenges. The chain of command, especially at senior levels, is 
central to ensuring that staff are working as expected, that administrative processes are 
followed/adhered to. 

Measuring performance  

Performance data need to be properly compared against demand indicators, such as security risks 
and threats, data on security incidents, crime statistics etc. Units and entities that conduct such data 
collection and analysis, e. g. planning units, are often not receiving sufficient attention during reform 
processes but should be empowered to adequately fulfil these functions and benefit from prioritized 
capacity building and resources.  

HRM systems need to be enabled to measure individual and collective/ institutional performance. 
At the institutional level, there need to be institutional strategies and reform plans as well as 
organigrammes and TORs for units. For individuals, there need be clear job descriptions for all ranks 
and functions. In turn, all of this has to be linked to costed result frameworks and workplans and 
individual performance appraisals. 

Effective feedback loops 

Developing effective internal and external oversight mechanisms over the security sector, including 
specific to HR, is important to sustain the HR system and help empower the regulations or 
procedures that are developed in this area so these performance data lead to action – be it in terms 
of disciplinary measures, promotions, adapting training strategies and priorities or impacting 
restructuring, re-deployment of officers, right-sizing of security institutions, and ultimately linking 
back to the budgeting process and funding.  

A significant role to create the right incentives also lies with external oversight and accountability 
bodies. This can be institutions like the national audit office or parliaments and line ministries, such 
as the ministry of defence or interior. Unfortunately, there are several challenges: first, the question 
of whether these bodies are politically independent; second, security sector institutions are 
frequently operating under special procedures and regulations when it comes to sharing sensitive 
data of relevance to national security; and third, these bodies very often are lacking the technical 
capability to engage on security related questions, especially the operational levels. Because of the 
last weakness, they request activity and output indicators instead of looking for indicators and data 
showing effectiveness and efficiency, such as comparative analysis between strength vs. need 
(inputs and outputs). Ministries and Parliament often lack the capacity to scrutinize institutional 
budgets and human resources decisions, which reduces their ability to provide effective oversight 
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over security agencies. Making informed decisions requires understanding the reasoning behind a 
certain request to determine if it is relevant and sound. Only this would allow oversight agencies to 
seek clarification and justification of such requests, and ensure that competing requests across units 
and institutions are reconciled.  All of these actions require a technical capability which needs to be 
built within the security ministries – allowing for a stronger link to wider public sector reforms. Civil 
servants in the audit office and the line ministries are often generalists and do not have the technical 
skills to scrutinize the operational work of security agencies for effectiveness and efficiency. This 
could be mitigated as part of public sector reform, through options such as creating a special civilian 
security sector track, offer specific post-preparation trainings etc. 

Another strategy that has been proven successful is the development of audit offices on the donor 
side who are mandated to oversee international support, the impact of donor funding and activities, 
and develop lessons.   

Creating leverage through joint international engagement 
Ultimately, such a political engagement strategy and incentives rely heavily on the international 
community acting coherently and in a truly integrated manner, as well as reforms taking a systems 
approach that treats SSG/R as part of the overall national development and reform processes.  

The need to better link performance management, HRM, and the budget process/ management of 
public finances has already been mentioned. It is also key to link HRM to the policy and broader 
SSG/R process. HRM reform and management reforms need to be intrinsically linked to command 
and control reform and internal oversight. If leaders do not have access to necessary human 
resource  information, such as to know  which officers have been disciplined and for what, promotion 
and advancement decisions will be ill-informed which can directly impact the long-term 
professionalization of the unit.   

Experience has shown that taking short-cuts, especially with regards to putting sufficient emphasis 
and prioritization on institutional performance, including the effectiveness, efficiency, and 
accountability, usually leads to repercussions further down the line.  

Salary supplementation - risk or opportunity for strategic 
HRM reforms? 
Supplementing salaries of security sector personnel has been used as a strategy by international 
partners to create the right incentives for personnel to perform their duties in an effective and 
efficient way, with an increasing focus on ensuring accountability. While this intervention often 
includes the ambition of salary supplementation as an entry point for more strategic reforms, there 
are several risks and challenges associated with this.  

Ensuring that all security sector personnel are being paid adequately and on time is a key 
component for keeping morale and commitment high, as well as a step towards protecting the 
population from harassment and extortion by security actors seeking to supplement salaries. 
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Additional hazard payments can serve as a motivation for those engaging in special operations and 
facing additional levels of risk.  

As mentioned above, supplementing security personnel salaries can serve as a first entry point to 
building trust and relationships, as well as be an incentive for partner countries to engage in more 
strategic reforms with regards to HRM and performance management.   

Risks and challenges of supplementing salaries 
Quick win approaches in HR issues can have long-term unintended consequences if not 
appropriately managed over time. One of the key challenges is that short-term gains in improving 
salary or benefits in the security sector, or creating exceptional conditions unmatched in other parts 
of the public sector, can both create conditions which are not financially sustainable in the long-term 
but may lead to a situation whereby expectations of preferential treatment for the security sector 
are hard to undo even when situations normalize.  

There are numerous instances in which many years of such salary support have not led to 
sustainable reforms. There are to underlying reasons for this. International donors may only have 
appetite for short-term fixes and low interest in long-term institutional reforms; conversely, when 
international donors have a longer-term reform vision, if this is not reflected in national partner 
commitment, implementation may be limited to the bare minimum of reform necessary for 
maintaining international funding, and possibly reversed once funding dries up.   

Another problem is that over time, salary payments will be assumed and become the new baseline 
of expectation among recipients. Without a financial sustainability strategy for such payments and 
the security budget overall, ending such supplements (or even the fear of them ending) can increase 
risks and insecurity. The more operationally relevant a recipient group  is to guaranteeing stability 
(for example special forces), the higher the potential cost of defection. This is particularly 
problematic in contexts where a significant proportion of capacity building efforts have been 
focusing on one part of the security sector. Making certain forces the only effective capability within 
a security structure, this further increases these dependencies, as well as creating rivalries between 
different parts of the organization. In addition to the problem of financial sustainability, there are 
several examples where despite significant financial support from the international community, 
levels of insecurity and violent conflict have been either stagnant or even on the rise. This clearly 
demonstrates that funding alone cannot resolve security challenges and fails to provide the right 
incentives.  

Further, in the absence of proper attendance monitoring, record keeping and reconciliation between 
HR records and payroll systems, salary payments for ghost soldiers are a frequent opportunity for 
corruption. Therefore, without a rigorous HRM structure already in place, salary supplementation 
can further create the wrong incentives to further weaken the HRM system and institutionalize 
corruption.  

Another risk is that the absence of effective pension schemes might make it unattractive for 
personnel to leave the service over time and retire. A failure to set up such a system, yet retaining 
significant benefits while in service, can lead to situations whereby security institutions keep 



  

8 

 

personnel beyond retirement age or when their terms/conditions of service show they are no longer 
eligible to continue in their positions. This has frequently led to ballooning of personnel numbers or 
a degradation of capability over time.  

How it could work better  
One important factor to engaging on effective human resource management reforms is host nation 
ownership. Ownership must start at the top but also make its way through the entire chain of 
command. Local level ownership of institutional reforms means that reforms will spread to the sub-
national level increasing the likelihood of implementation across the nation.  If sub-national 
ownership is absent, reforms risk being isolated to only the capital or major cities. Additionally, as 
with general HRM reforms, it is central to build on local commitment, local systems and political 
ownership.  

Constant monitoring is needed to help keep salary supplementation on track. It should be noted that 
this requires the ability and resources to not only monitor at the strategic level, but also down to the 
tactical level to constantly check whether forces are where they are supposed to be and functioning.  

The importance of a joint international approach mentioned above is even more essential to salary 
supplementation in order to mitigate against the associated risks and create the necessary leverage. 
Going beyond coordination, a better integration of measures between international partners is 
needed. An integrated approach means starting jointly at the analysis and planning phase at HQ 
level, and this being sustained throughout to the country level.  

This raises the question of deciding on the right financing structure. Political dialogue is required 
over which structure receives and manages the funding, e.g. the MoF vs. a Trust Fund, direct payroll 
programmes for individual soldiers etc. As a significant percentage of donor funding dedicated to 
SSG/R efforts are non-ODA eligible and hence outside the DAC principles, this creates substantial 
challenges with regards to the transparency, national ownership, coordination and effectiveness of 
such financial support. This is a major problem as the sector aims to move from an alliance-building 
model of bilateral support towards increased multilateral coordination in support of stabilization. 
There are no clear answers and there seems to be a trend towards using Multi-partner Trust Funds 
managed by international organizations as a way of sharing risk for financing reconstruction 
activities, especially for non-ODA security sector financing. Yet, the questions of to whom, how and 
under which principles these funds are being disbursed and who is monitoring and evaluating their 
management, need to be part of the reflection process.  

This joint international approach would also allow for using conditionality of salary payments as a 
way of creating robust incentives to encourage HRM reforms. Besides the individual donors’ 
willingness and ability to have such a robust policy dialogue with a partner on the conditionality of 
financial packages, the leverage to do so successfully is facilitated by a joint international approach. 
The latter point closes the circle to the need to recognize the security sector as part of a system of 
national governance structures, and SSG/R as part of the national development process. In turn, this 
would increase donors’ financial leverage to push for reform, as well as expand the pie to create 
incentives and options for negotiation.  


