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	Finding Talent in the Battered Economy Not as Easy as it Seems

February 05, 2009 

Human relations director Diane Vigil received 251 resumes in less than 24 hours after posting a job opening at her consumer debt-relief company, Freedom Financial Network LLC. She quickly pulled the online ad, unable to process the sheer volume of applicants on her own, and hired a dedicated recruiter at the company’s Tempe, Arizona branch office.

Although more qualified people have entered the job market lately, as layoffs mount, Vigil says it doesn’t necessarily make the recruiting process any easier.

“Finding enough time in the day to reach out to job seekers and applicants is always a concern when dealing with a high volume of resumes,” Vigil says. Freedom Financial hopes to hire an additional 250 employees at its San Mateo, Sacramento and Tempe offices this year.

It may seem as if everyone is going through layoffs, or at least putting the brakes on new hires, but a lucky few businesses are growing their workforce during this turbulent time. Those that are hiring need to be more strategic about screening candidates, might be better off relying on word-of-mouth and may also consider alternative staffing options such as outsourcing or contracting.

Growing Talent Pool

California’s unemployment rate, as measured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, is about 9.3% and growing. Meanwhile, an increasing number of older workers unable to retire on their deflated 401(k) accounts are staying put. That leaves fewer opportunities for the ever-expanding field of job-seekers, many of whom are highly qualified in their respective fields.

“The reality is that downturns always produce excess talent capacity. In the midst of these layoffs, a lot of great talent is going out the door,” says Greg Hammond, acting vice president of human relations for San Leandro-based HR outsourcing firm Trinet Group Inc.

Companies needing to fill very specific job categories, particularly in technology fields, still find it difficult to find the right people.

Offerpal Media, a venture capital-funded company that leverages Facebook and other online social networks for advertising purposes, sees an onslaught of resumes when it posts a job ad, but few make the cut.

 “Because of the way the business is, we’re seeing a huge volume of resumes, but they’re not all necessarily qualified,” says Anu Shukla, Offerpal’s CEO. “Our needs and the specific talent we’re looking for remains difficult to find.”

The Fremont-based company added 25 new hires last year and plans to add at least 50 more by the end of 2009. Like Freedom Financial, Offerpal hired an in-house recruiter to help screen resumes.

On the other side of the spectrum, with fewer job opportunities available in general, job-seekers are expanding their search to positions for which they once may have been considered overqualified. For example, Hammond says he met with doctors and lawyers lining up for low-skilled retail jobs at a recent job fair in Orlando, Florida. But business consultant Holly Green says hiring managers should not disregard those who may appear to be overqualified.

“That’s just the employer’s hang-up,” says Green, CEO of San Diego-based consultancy The Human Factor Inc. “There are some really valid reasons for why someone might want to go into a lesser role. But don’t let the perception of over-qualification [cloud your decision].”

Finding Diamonds in the Rough

Green says most companies don’t adequately train staff how to evaluate resumes and interview candidates, which is even more crucial when faced with an exponentially larger pool of choices. The best place to start is to clearly define what your company is looking for, which may sound obvious, but Green says companies too often make the mistake of comparing resumes to one another instead of comparing each one to the demands of the position.

Another common mistake in times of plentiful available talent, she says, is hiring the most experienced and impressive candidate at the expense of chemistry.

“You’ll find a lot of great, smart people, but it’s about finding the right fit,” Green says.

And once you’ve narrowed your applications down to a somewhat manageable number, Green recommends conducting telephone interviews. Ask candidates four or five questions based on the core responsibilities of the job via telephone, she suggests, and then call back the better prospects for face-to-face interviews.   

Online classified services and job boards such as Craiglist, Monster.com and Jobing.com are popular venues for job-seekers, but often work too well by generating overwhelming responses. Hammond says recruiters can only do so much on the Internet, and that effective filtering is always a tedious process.

“At the end of the day, it requires human eyes and human decisions,” he says.

Smart Recruiting

The volume of resumes in circulation has increased “ten-fold,” says Billie Blair, president and CEO of Change Strategists Inc., Riverside-based subsidiary of management consulting firm Leading and Learning Inc. She says her corporate clients are relying more than ever on word-of-mouth and references from existing staff. 

“References that accompany applications really aren’t very valid these days, because no one can say very much, for fear of litigation,” Blair says. “So, for many reasons, employers are finding their people through the tried and true methods of trusted relationships.”

Vigil says references from top-performing employees always take priority over resumes from unknown job-seekers, provided they possess the necessary skills for the job. Hiring from word-of-mouth recommendations is part of Freedom Financial’s entrepreneurial culture, she says, although their fast growth has prompted a more formal recruiting process.

“I think we’re trying to grow in a smart way. It wasn’t too long ago that we didn’t really have a recruiting strategy or even a formal HR department,” Vigil says, adding that the company now has great access to finance professionals left jobless by the financial crisis that crystallized last fall.

One cost-effective way to properly staff a company with growing pains is to outsource or use independent contractors. Companies that use contractors don’t have to pay benefits or payroll taxes, and contractors are not subject to labor laws. Outsourcing firms, such as Trinet, allow for fluctuations in a company’s needs. Green says it’s a great way to fill gaps for specific tasks, especially in a volatile economy, but that it can backfire if not applied properly.

“From a company perspective, you need to think about how important it is for knowledge to be retained in your organization long term,” she says, pointing out that when a contract expires, so does the knowledge and expertise that comes with it. For functions that are ongoing concerns at the company – long term sales and marketing strategies, for example – contracting might not be the best option. 

Recruiters say it’s a great time to fill vacant positions with top talent, simply because of the over-abundance of qualified people right now. But don’t expect it to be easy.
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