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	Overview

Country or Region: United States
Industry: State and local government
Customer Profile

Montana is a state of vast spaces. Home to Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks, the state is the fourth largest in area, and is ranked forty-fourth in terms of population. 
Business Situation

The State Human Resources Division in Montana's Department of Administration sought solutions to improve and integrate the way the best and brightest employees are recruited to public agencies.
Solution

To optimize the resources and time associated with attracting and hiring new employees the state developed an employee application system on a foundation of Microsoft .NET software.
Benefits

· Increase in competitive applications
· More disciplined hiring process
· Interoperability with other agency systems

	
	
	“One of the reasons that we chose the specific subset of the .NET platform—the Windows Communication Foundation—is that it lets us rapidly reconfigure our enterprise services."
Ira Miller, Internet Technology Services Manager, ATSB – ITSD – DOA, State of Montana


	
	
	
	The state of Montana is looking for a few good women and men to staff vacancies across more than 30 state agencies. Montana’s department of human resources recently unified hiring processes for state civil servants, and it took the first steps toward automating employee application, selection, and hiring processes using Microsoft .NET software. Even though Montana’s human resources revamp is still in its initial stages, state officials are already seeing the results: More applicants are showing interest in state jobs, and vacancies are being filled more quickly than before. Just as importantly, different agencies throughout the state can use the Windows Communication Foundation in the .NET Framework to capitalize on existing investments in various technology environments to access and interoperate with the new service.
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Situation

The State Human Resources Division (SDHR) in the Montana’s Department of Administration has sought solutions for a wide range of workforce development issues for the past six years. State officials had expressed concern over the time and effort required to fill job vacancies in their agencies. The relatively low numbers of qualified applicants interested in Montana state government jobs also troubled officials. Many suspected that outdated methods of publicizing vacancies deterred desirable applicants.

One particular problem for Montana government managers—and potential applicants—was the lack of consistency associated with how Montana’s state agencies process applications and hire new employees. Various Montana agencies publicized their vacancies using different kinds of media, such as newspaper ads or postings on a job or career pages on state agency Web sites. However, even when Montana government units did use the Internet for job postings, a lengthy paper-based application process followed.

Further complicating matters was the fact that, over the years, different agencies made investments in a variety of technology platforms and solutions from a number of different providers. This created an interoperability and integration challenge to creating a common approach to hiring practices.

Nevertheless, SDHR managers knew from proven human resources (HR) experience in both the public and private sector that a statewide, concerted approach to hiring state government employees would be needed to optimize the resources and time associated with attracting and hiring new employees from Montana agencies.

Solution

Beginning in 2005, Ira Miller, Internet Technology Services Manager at the Montana Department of Administration Information Technology Services Division (ITSD), led the effort to bring order to Montana’s patchwork of vacancy and hiring processes. His efforts in this project centered on mapping SDHR business requirements to a Web application solution. 

”Just coming up with a unified approach to hiring in Montana state government took three years,” Miller says. “HR managers from across state government had to develop the actual representation on the 
Web forms—what is on there and how it is worded, [making] the wording consistent and accessible, etc. This required us to develop a common way to describe basic concepts like the difference between seasonal and part-time employees in the online environment.”

One thing that Montana officials and HR managers could agree on was the need for automation and to harness the power of enterprise information technology for their vacancy notice, application, and hiring processes. Other states and similarly sized private sector enterprises had already adopted Web-based employment application systems.

For Miller, the decision to build Montana’s employee application system using Microsoft .NET software was a matter of cost and expediency. 
The state had investigated a proprietary turnkey integration solution to meet its Web-based applicant processing needs, but in tight budgetary circumstances, the solution was deemed to be too expensive. Montana had already invested in Microsoft solutions for public sector infrastructure and had an in-house Microsoft development capability.

“We are already a Microsoft computing environment,” explains Miller. “And we have an excellent team of .NET developers already on staff.” 
Miller confined his additional human capital investment for the project to specialized training for key personnel already on staff—no new employees or contactors were hired to shore up the development team. Miller and his team based the integration on the Windows Server 2003 R2 operating system and the SQL Server 2005 data management software, and developed the applications using Microsoft Visual Studio 2008 development system and the Windows Communication Foundation in the Microsoft .NET Framework.

“One of the reasons that we chose the specific subset of the .NET platform—the Windows Communication Foundation—is that it lets us rapidly reconfigure our enterprise services that are behind all the parts of this application. This allows us to effectively interoperate with other agency systems. It makes excellent glue for pulling different environments together,” Miller says.

As the installation took shape in late 2008, Miller and his team were able to tailor the system to meet important collateral objectives as well. For example, the team developed new applications to ensure maximum compliance with the latest Web accessibility standards.

Another important objective of the new vacancy and hiring system was to make it adaptable to future needs. 
“We wanted to avoid our previous situation, where each Montana agency had its own unique rules,” says Miller. “So we wrote the business logic tier in one, centrally located place that is easy for the SDHR to maintain and control.” 

The system, as developed by Miller and his team, is comprised of:

· An internal administration site. 

· An external, publicly accessible job search site. 

· A controlled-access applicant site, where applicants can maintain up to three versions of their resume and resubmit existing applications for new vacancies.
· A set of enterprise services that agencies can use to integrate their internal systems.

“Developing the enterprise Web services layer has been critical. It is the core of everything and is quite important to the agencies. It allows them to have access to their data for reporting or integration with their internal systems,” explains Miller.

Other Montana government agencies, such as the Department of Labor and Industry and the Department of Transportation, are also able to access the SDHR system for their own management, research, and administration purposes.

Benefits

The new system has generated visible improvements to the state’s hiring process.

Increase in Competitive Applications

“The agencies are already very pleased at the sharp increase in the number of applicants who are applying for state jobs,” says Miller. 
State officials estimate that approximately 90 percent of applications submitted in response to state job vacancies come in online. Only 10 percent are submitted on paper. This has made it possible to engage [image: image4.jpg]


in a deeper analysis of hiring trends in the state government.

“We never had a methodology for measuring applicant response rates before,” says Miller. “Today, with the .NET-based system, hiring managers across Montana government can be certain that the new system is giving them a better pipeline of applicants.” 
However, the single most important indication: the dramatic increase in the number of competitive applications submitted into the new system. “This is in part based on applicants being able to easily apply for each position they are interested in as opposed to the paper process, which really limited the number of applications an applicant would submit,” explains Miller.

More Disciplined Hiring Process
In addition to the sharp rise in applications, Montanans have been praising the new system in feedback to Montana officials.

The new system exposed some cracks in how Montana agencies processed applications and new hires in the past. Because of the new tools available after the implementation, Miller noted that certain state hiring policies had been shown to be enforced loosely or not at all. “We’re now able to ensure more order and discipline throughout our hiring processes,” he says.

Interoperability with Other Agency Systems
But there is a difference between discipline and hierarchical rigidity. According to Miller, he wanted to deploy a solution that provided a common service but that preserved existing investments in technology assets. “It is a struggle when you are trying to write an application that is designed to coordinate a number of different agencies across the state government. You need to have flexible open protocols that are standards-based so that other agencies can interoperate,” he says. 
By using the .NET Framework and building the application with the Windows Communications Foundation, Miller was able to present a solution that other agencies can access while using their existing investments in different platforms.

“It was important to demonstrate how ITSD can build systems that work well between mixed environments. This platform shows how we can work with different agencies regardless of the technology footprint that is in place,” says Miller.

SDHR isn’t resting on the success of the initial deployment of the employment application system. Miller’s next objective is to secure additional improvements by streamlining the back end of the system. 
“We haven’t reduced the time that managers spend on hiring, but we’ve made it possible for them to process many, many more applications. Now we are streamlining the applicant rating system. We are working to make it easier for hiring managers to screen the increased pools of applicants they are receiving,” says Miller.
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Microsoft .NET
Microsoft .NET is software that connects people, information, systems, and devices through the use of Web services. Web services are a combination of protocols that enable computers to work together by exchanging messages. Web services are based on the standard protocols of XML, SOAP, and WSDL, which allow them to interoperate across platforms and programming languages. 

.NET is integrated across Microsoft products and services, providing the ability to quickly build, deploy, manage, and use connected, highly secure solutions with Web services. These solutions help provide agile business integration and the promise of information anytime, anywhere, on any device.

For more information about Microsoft .NET and Web services, please visit these Web sites: 

www.microsoft.com/net
msdn.microsoft.com/webservices
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers in the United States and Canada who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to:


�HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com"��www.microsoft.com�





For more information about State of Montana products and services, call (406) 444-2511 or visit the Web site at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.mt.gov" ��www.mt.gov�














“Today, with the .NET-based system, hiring managers across Montana government can be certain that the new system is giving them a better pipeline of applicants.”


Ira Miller, Internet Technology Services Manager, ATSB – ITSD – DOA, State of Montana�
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