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Executive Summary 

A decline in the economic growth rate may affect businesses and drive organizations to respond by altering their strategies. Qantas, an airline company, may have to cut costs to adjust to the economic change. However, the impacts of layoffs would be far worse than alternative measures that would develop competitive edge in the organization and facilitate achievement of organizational objectives. The number of people recruited would definitely decline in an economic state that is declining in growth rate. An appropriate recruitment and selection is hence necessary to meet anticipated challenges. Another strategy that would reduce costs is the use of a training and development programme together with employee engagement. 
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Abstract 

This report focuses on the role of human resource management in influencing competitive advantage in an organization as well as achievement of organizational objectives. Focus will be on employees with family responsibilities and the context will be a business setting that is characterized by low economic growth rate. Two human resource activities that are impacted by slow growth rate in the economy are labor cost regulation and recruitment and selection. The report will consider the manner in which these human resource activities are impacted by the economic growth rate change and how strategies can be formulated in these functions to develop competitive advantage and enable the organization to increase productivity in the difficult economic context. 
Introduction 
Low economic growth rate in a nation or region is an indicator of declining economic activity to a significant degree. A decline in economic activity impacts greatly on the business environment therefore organizations are required to respond to this change immediately and cautiously. Qantas is an airline that is based in Australia and that is among the leading companies in the airline industry nationally. Qantas recently realized the influence that effective human resource management has on organizational performance as it experienced major challenges ranging from legal action to changing consumer perception after employees boycotted work and unions attacked the airline citing negative human resource practices from the company. Apart from reviewing its human resource management structure in order to avoid a recurrence of these challenges, it would be appropriate for Qantas to consider making improvements in some of its human resource functions aiming to overcome the effects of low economic growth rate. 
Qantas overview

Qantas airlines is a company that has its headquarters in New South Wales and occupies the second position globally among the oldest airlines. Its domestic market has had impressive performance for years and presently the company is the leading airline in Australia. Its market share in Australia is approximately 65% (Webber, 2013). Internationally, Qantas has had little success hence prompting it to engage in a strategic alliance with Emirates in order to increase global presence and increase its consumer base especially in Asia. In 2009, Qantas experience a decline in sales compared to the previous year but soon recovered and only recently experienced a similar circumstance when unions and employees complained of negative human resource practices by the company. As of the year 2013, Qantas had employed 33, 275 people in both its domestic and international operations (Qantas, 2013). The business strategy of Qantas is client-centred therefore quality and innovation are prioritized in order to exceed customer expectations and meet the their desire for top class and luxury airline services. 
Due to the formation of a strategic alliance with Emirates, the company decided to lay off some employees in the domestic market to reduce labour costs and create room for new recruitments in the new Asia-focused branches (Jones, 2011). This move was met with strong resistance from the company’s staff as well as trade unions. Coupled with the industrial disputes that it faced in 2010 and 2011, employee dissatisfaction is expected to escalate even further (Ford and Harvey, 2013). The predicted low rate of economic growth in Australia aggravates the situation because more employees may be laid off and wages may be reviewed to adjust to the new conditions. In order to develop competitive advantage and address employee needs, the human resource team should improve labour cost regulation mechanisms as well as recruitment and selection strategies. 
Two core human resource management activities 

Labour costs regulation 

When the economic growth rate declines, business may opt to lay off employees or adopt a new compensation and reward scheme that will reduce the costs of labour and limit overall expenses used on the human capital (Pudlowski, 2009). This element has been pointed out as a major cause for employee dissatisfaction within Qantas during recent layoffs that were made to accommodate employment positions in the new Asia-focused branches (Jones, 2011). Employees have needs that they would like to be met. A good human resource management team should recognize that the welfare of the human capital is central to the productivity and performance of an organization therefore placing priority in addressing the welfare of human resources can itself be a strategy that may influence the achievement of organizational goals and objectives (Tuoni and Vanhala, 2009). Job security is one such need and in the event that employees are laid off, this security is compromised and employee commitment may decline (Maslow, 1970). However, declining economic growth rates translate to reduced revenue therefore expenses need to be lowered in order to increase profits. Laying off employees is often seen as a logical and appropriate measure to reduce expenses incurred under labour costs. Maslow (1970) would argue against layoffs as a primary means of cost reductions because finds employees motivation and organizational performance to be greatly inter-dependent therefore job security must be upheld for Qantas to gain competitive advantage and achieve its objectives. 
Recruitment and selection 

In the event that the economic growth rate declines organizations reduce vacancies or offer none altogether. Consequently, applications for employment grow in number at a drastic rate and the few positions that may be available would pose a difficult challenge to the recruitment and selection team (Pudlowski, 2009). At this time, the strategies and designs employed in the recruitment and selection process have to overcome the challenges such as numerous job applications. Qantas especially faces a tougher responsibility given the new branches opened for the market in Asia because they will require individuals to be recruited to serve in different positions yet economic trends do not support this activity (Jones, 2011). Smart and strategic recruitment and selection designs are therefore a significant element for Qantas. 
Employees with family responsibilities 
The two human resource management activities under discussion affect employees with families to a large degree therefore determining the best way to align them with this group’s needs would highly facilitate better performance in the airline. Employees with family responsibilities are affected greatly if they are laid off because their interests are tied to other people (children or other family members) who will similarly be impacted directly by the loss of employment (Pudlowski, 2009). Additionally, candidates in this group may find that their recruitment and selection design takes into consideration work-life balance factors that may cause them to miss positions of high responsibilities based on the idea that they may fail to balance their family responsibilities with those at the workplace. Such an approach may be unacceptable according to employment regulations and expose the company to an industrial dispute (Ford and Harvey, 2013). It is therefore important to understand the needs and circumstances of employees with family responsibilities and the manner in which the needs of this group can be met under recruitment and selection as well as under labour costs regulation. 
Influence of external factors 

The national economy and actions of unions are external factors that may influence Qantas to alter its human resource management activities in order to promote achievement of strategic objectives. The global recession of 2008 was characterized by a decline in economic activity that prompted Qantas to seek ways in which it could reduce costs in the various units. The predicted low rate of economic growth brings a similar circumstance that will require Qantas to reduce costs and formulate measures to gain competitive edge.  In order to reduce costs, wage reductions or laying off of employees are options that would be considered therefore the human resource department has a big role to play in directing the airline in a path that will materialize in improved productivity. Since layoffs are subject to resistance and prone to increase dissatisfaction among employees, an alternative that offers more benefits than limitations would be welcome. 
Action of unions is also influential because Qantas has been under attack from unions beginning late 2011 and only a number of industrial disputes linked with the company have been resolved (Ford and Harvey, 2013). The resolved disputes were not cleared in court but rather through arbitration and given the tense relations between unions and Qantas, human resource activities are key areas that could be exploited to develop competitive edge and steer Qantas towards success. The predicted changes in economic growth rate increase the necessity for employee-employer relationships to be strengthened and consumer perception of the airline improved.  The approach taken during labour cost reductions is a good avenue to start this restructuring and improvement process. Further, the recruitment and selection process can be improved and tailored to meet the needs that would arise due to changes in the national economic growth rate. 
Strategic measures 
Employees with family responsibilities are protected by regulations such as the ‘family responsibilities discrimination’ legislation that stipulates the illegal nature of any act deemed discriminatory based on family responsibilities held by an employee or group of employees. It should be noted that presently, Qantas is under high pressure to prove to the public that its human resource practices conform to industry standards and uphold ethical codes. In addition to compliance with ethical and legal requirements, best practices in human resource management would improve employee satisfaction levels and probably create motivation among employees. Approaching the issue of labour cost reductions in an appropriate manner therefore holds significant influence over the productivity and performance of Qantas. The declining rates of economic growth require expenses to be cut in the organization (Lockwood, 2005). Cost reductions can therefore not be avoided. However, the human resource management team can choose to reduce costs through alternative means to layoffs or alteration of compensation systems. Laying off employees is not always the best option. Employees with family responsibilities are impacted greatly by job losses. Additionally, laying off employees may impress upon consumers that the organization does not seek to create shared value (Lockwood, 2005). Shared value extends beyond the price and quality of products or services and includes the welfare of all stakeholders including members in the society, employees and the environment. Consequently, Qantas would be perceived negatively because consumers and other stakeholders may conclude that the company pays little attention to the welfare of its stakeholders such as employees (Lockwoon, 2005). 
Another limitation of layoffs is the amount of time and effort it takes to develop new job description and definition of duties and responsibilities to fit the new structure. Since changes in economic growth rates are not necessarily permanent, the organizational changes that would be instituted to adjust to the new economic circumstances may be short-lived in the event the economic trend reverses. An alternative approach by the human resource management team that is appropriate and highly beneficial would be to combine employee engagement with training and development (Gandolfi, 2009). Employee engagement involves inclusion of employees in the organizations affairs as well as impressing upon them the alignment of their personal interests with those of the organization. Engaged employees feel that they share in the success of the organization and translate achievement of organizational objectives as a manifestation of success in their personal lives. They would understand that the failure of the organization reflects in their personal lives because they would lose employment. Similarly, success of the organization reflects in their personal lives because they would enjoy job security, get promotions, receive rewards and compensation and participate in benefiting the various stakeholders of the company (Maslow, 1970). Commitment and loyalty hence develop wilfully among employees. Training and development, on the other hand, improve the skills and knowledge of the employees and prepare them for their individual duties. Preparing employees optimally for their duties by instilling relevant and new skills would facilitate efficient performance of duties hence limiting wastage of time and resources as would be the case if the human capital was unskilled and not knowledgeable regarding their respective duties (Gandolfi, 2009). Training and development coupled with employee engagement may increase costs but they would reduce costs to great lengths upon execution because efficiency in the workplace reduces costs and optimal performance improves productivity. The approach therefore is an optimistic one. Rather than focus on lowering labour costs, this strategy aims to increase the output of employees and appeal to consumers in a distinctive manner compared to competitors. 
The solution offered for labor costs reduction would work very well together with structured recruitment and selection. It has been pointed out that the low economic growth rate would result in fewer vacancies and more job applications to be processed. The process used to attract and select the right candidates for the few vacancies available would cost more if it were not designed properly. Target marketing is the best recruitment and selection design for Qantas in this economic situation. A systematic process would have to be followed starting with evaluation of vacant positions and ending with selection of successful candidates. It is recommendable for Qantas to conduct internal surveys in order to determine good skills that promote achievement of organizational objectives. Such skills would therefore be prioritized in the recruitment of candidates (Payne and Wood, 1998). Target marketing is chosen as an effective recruitment and selection tool because it complements the cost reduction strategy that Qantas needs to adopt. Target marketing would ensure that advertisements and other channels used to inform candidates of vacant positions reach out to prospective candidates fast and effectively. For instance, if the vacant position being advertised targets university graduates, graduate fairs and social media can be utilized as appropriate channels. A graduate fair is an event that will bring past and recent graduates in one location and prospective employers get to interact as well as short-list some graduates (Fair, 2014). Defining qualification and skills required would categorize applicants and reduce the list of applicant to a manageable size. Target marketing would then reduce time, resources and effort that would otherwise have been wasted on messages propagated through channels that are not visited, seen or heard by prospective candidates. For instance, graduates are inclined to read content in the national press than in industry specific materials therefore if Qantas seeks to recruit graduates, it is recommendable that it posts its advertisements in the national press (Roberts, 2005). Costs would be saved in this approach because unnecessary publications would be avoided and most of the prospective candidates would receive the intended message. Recruiting and selecting the right people with the skills being sought would translate to an efficient and skilled workforce that produces optimal output with limited monitoring. 
Conclusion 
Qantas is an airline in Australia that is among the oldest airlines in the world and is a leading company in the Australian airline industry. Projected decline in economic growth in the country may necessitate employees to be laid off and vacancies to be reduced. Given the high levels of dissatisfaction from employees and attacks from unions that have been targeted at Qantas over the last 5 years, it is necessary to formulate measures to address human resources issues that arise relating to labor cost reductions and recruitment and selection processes. Laying off employees does not seem to be a recommended approach especially due to the recent negative publicity that the airline received about its negative human resource practices. It is recommended that promoting efficiency in the company’s operations be utilized in reducing costs instead of laying off employees or altering their compensation systems. Engagement as well as training and development would develop this efficiency and result in cost reduction without change resistance from employees as would have been the case during layoffs. In addition, a structured recruitment and selection process that is designed to reach out to specific audiences would achieve a similar objective and avoid any unnecessary disputes that may have been introduced by alternative approaches. 
