What makes a good recruitment consultant? (Originally written as an industry training document)
A fair question, a good question, problem is if you don’t know the answer then you shouldn’t be in recruitment. First and foremost is of course the ability to actually do the job. Now that remark looks glib but it isn’t, far from it. The job of a professional recruitment consultant is a very difficult one indeed. Being a recruitment consultant is much more than most people [especially recruitment consultants] think. Not only is a recruitment consultant recruiting they are also career managing. Recruitment is one of those fields where you have two clients at all times – the employer and the candidate. Not so says ‘Consultant-god’ employers are hard to get as clients, sometimes they even have preferred supplier lists that I have to lie and cheat to get on but candidates are ten a penny. Why I often put out a spurious job advert just to get few hundred c.v’s in. It’s easy. Sadly you are wrong chum. Just think for a moment, without quality candidates what use are you? If you can’t get good candidates then you can’t fill any vacancies. When the word gets around about how you behave the candidates will soon start to avoid you and your agency. So then the first thing is to realise that you have two clients and that you need to treat them with equal respect, courtesy and professionalism.

So if you are to be able to do this what do you need. Well mainly knowledge. Firstly you need to know about your own industry, how it works, what the protocols and procedures are, what the ethical practices are and how the law affects how you do what you do. Then you need to know as much as you possibly can about the markets in which you intend to operate and unless you intend to specialise in a particular niche market this requires an enormous amount of knowledge. If your chosen target market is the shipping insurance industry then you have only one field of knowledge to amass, albeit a quite complicated one. If on the other hand you intend to operate in a generalist way say in the field known as commercial, then you really have your work cut out. Because you need to know about all the aspects of the industries within your chosen market sector, after all if you are going to call an employer and offer to assist him with his recruitment it follows that you should be at the very least as knowledgeable about the industry as he is in order to be able to advise him on recruitment and select suitable candidates for him. No employer really wants to ‘buy a dog and take the responsibility for doing the barking’. If as often happens an employer provides you with less than a full job description it is because they expect you to know what the full description is. When an employer gives you a vacancy he expects you to be able to understand the job in enough depth to be able to know what is required of any prospective employee. After all if a recruiter just fires off a handful of c.v’s hoping that one or two will hit the mark then they are obviously leaving the ‘recruitment’ part of the job to the employer. Now a lot of recruitment companies may say that ‘Search & Selection’ is a specialist service for which they charge an additional fee. Well good luck to them. Reputable recruiters have been doing this all along, it’s what employers expect recruiters to do, otherwise they’d just put adverts in newspapers.

No we come to one of the hard bits. If you’re going to be able to do what employers expect you to then you really do need to know as much as you can about the jobs you get given to fill. That’s right, not only do you need to know how to do your own job, you need to know how to do the jobs your going to be asked to get candidates for as well. At least you’re going to have to have a pretty good idea of the skills, qualifications, abilities and experience that a potential employee will need in order to be able to impress the employer enough to grant them an interview. In any industry that’s a lot of knowledge, in a generalist ‘commercial’ arena that’s a whole mountain of knowledge. Just pick one company you can think of and try to work out how many actual job types they have got. Fortunately some information is transferable, an office manager in one industry is pretty much the same in another [aside from industry specific knowledge of course] but I’m sure you know what I mean. But don’t get complacent, after all that’s just one job type.

Now having amassed this vast encyclopaedic knowledge base you need to develop this into a particular skill that will help you ‘sort the wheat from the chaff’. It is a fact that people apply for jobs they can’t do, jobs they just aren’t qualified for. Putting them to one side is relatively easy. But then there are those who apply for jobs they can’t quite do, or only have a partial matching skill set or insufficient experience. Again not too difficult a task to weed them out. Then there’s the lot who are very nearly capable and qualified lacking only the odd qualification grade or having a skill set that whilst it isn’t spot on is close enough to be easily transferable. Sorting those out is a little more difficult and time consuming. By this time you should be down to the select few who really do match up. The secret here is to be able to filter them down even further until you are left with a short list of candidates whose c.v.’s represent them as highly suitable for all the job requirements; skills, work experience, qualifications, knowledge and life experience. All you need to do now is conduct a telephone interview [by way of a polite and respectful but interesting and revealing chat] to reduce the list down to two or three first line candidates that you can ‘sell’ [more of this later] to the employer – and that’s all there is to it.

I am sorry, did you believe that last statement? If yes go to the bottom of the class. If you said “I don’t need to do that I have a resourcer/researcher to do that for me” or if you said “Our computer system does that automatically” – then please leave the class, there is nothing here for you to learn. 

Firstly: Why oh why would any recruiter worth their salt leave such a critical part of the recruitment process solely in the hands of a resourcer/researcher? We’ve already agreed that this is a difficult job requiring skill, knowledge, training and experience. So why then would you give the job of filtering c.v.’s to a junior with less skill, knowledge, training and experience than yourself? Secondly: Whilst it is of course an essential part of the process, it doesn’t end there.

Besides the more obvious and simpler task of sorting out some possible matches. What a good consultant does is ‘Profiling’. Now before you say ‘Oh that, that’s easy’ it isn’t. Profiling is a skill and it isn’t an easy one to master. It has nothing whatever to do with glancing over, scanning, or picking out ‘buzz words’. Profiling is the art of being able to quickly read through a c.v. and identifying the obvious things such as skills et, experience, qualifications etc. but also having the ability to find those things that whilst they are not obvious or specially featured in some way they are there and they have a particular relevance to the vacancy in question. These are the things that may be ‘hidden’ inside previous work experience in just one job or perhaps in a remarks,  comments or summary. These are the extra bits that make a candidate ‘stand out’ from the rest. I have watched professional recruiters do this, it takes them but a few minutes for each c.v. and they always manage to identify those little gems of information that make all the difference. When they draw up a list of possibles for telephoning they know that they’re at least two thirds of the way home. Of course the antithesis of this is the resourcer/researcher who phones a candidate and says “You’ve got systems administrator on your c.v. and I was wondering…” to which the candidate replies “Maybe so but that was ten years ago, on HP boxes not I.B.M kit and anyhow I’m a C++ programmer now and have been for the last five years.” Need I say more…

That’s another thing. C.V.’s or should I say curriculum vitae? Or personal profile, or even a résumé. You do need to know the difference, it’s important, send the wrong one to an employer and it could loose you a placement. However for the moment let’s stick with c.v.’s. If your going to develop the skill to read them properly you need to develop the ability to read all forms, formats, layouts, etc. Apparently there is an E.E.C recommended format although hardly anyone I know in the industry has even heard of it let alone has knowledge of what the layout is. That doesn’t matter anyway as far less job seekers now about it either and their the ones writing c.v.’s. Even the companies that ‘specialise’ in writing c.v.’s for those who haven’t a clue how can’t seem to agree all the time. But it’s not the strange layouts that’ll get you, it’s the ones in MS-Excel or even html that’ll irritate and prove hard to read. Not to mention the ones in MS-Word that are full of tables, strange fonts and general disarray. All of these you will have to deal with and what is more, you’ll need to reformat all of them before sending them to an employer. That is if you want the employer to read them, furthermore if your format them really well the employer will ‘get used’ to reading c.v.’s from you and tend to favour them over those of other agencies subconsciously or otherwise, either way it can only be good for you as a recruiter. Another very important note here is the ‘recruiters comments’ or candidate summary. Today many candidates will not write a covering letter when applying through an agency, after all the agency probably won’t read it they’ll just attach it to the c.v. if they send it to the employer. Perhaps more importantly a candidate, whilst excellent at their chosen profession, might not be a natural ‘salesperson’ and therefore have difficulty putting one together, worse still is the candidate who cobbles one together that destroys their chances at the first hurdle simply because whilst they know how to do the job blindfold they just can’t ‘sell themselves’. Top recruiters ‘sell’ their candidates. Whenever they submit a c.v. they always include a paragraph or two on the c.v. of their own particular comments on the candidate, highlighting their strengths and playing down any weaknesses. A good summary can often be the deciding factor as to whether or not the candidate gets an interview.

Dealing with Candidates [Customer Relationship Management I]

Telephone or face to face candidate interviews. Whichever you do requires consummate skill, the telephone interview perhaps a little more because you don’t have the luxury of a visual picture to help you. There’s no body language over the telephone. Of course if you work for one of the ‘high street’ agencies then the candidate may have already undergone an interview when they registered with your company but if it wasn’t you that did it or if it was and you can’t remember back that far then this is of little use. 

If you are going to talk with a candidate then make sure you know your facts beforehand. Easy to do if you’re going to conduct an interview, not so easy if they ring up out of the blue. It is however quite usual for candidates to do this for having submitted their c.v. and heard nothing after one, two, three or more days they will telephone to find out what has happened. A practise favoured and encouraged by many less professional agencies because it saves on the agency telephone bill also of course the poor recruiter will always wait for candidates to take the initiative, after all it saves them having to bother making the call. In some cases a recruiter won’t even bother to read a c.v. until a candidate calls in on the sound belief that if they don’t phone they weren’t really interested in the role anyway. Apparently it never occurs to them that the candidate will have registered with other agencies, even perhaps another with the same vacancy and so when they fail to get the placement they don’t even consider the fact that it could have been the very candidate they ignored that got the job through another agency. When anyone sends in a c.v. they are interested, they want you as the recruiter to help them out either with advice or assistance on how to get the job they applied for or simply help with their next career move if they simply sent their c.v. in to register.

Of course it’s not so difficult nowadays to appear highly professional and totally on the ball when a candidate calls. The computer software used by today’s top agencies allows you to have everything at your finger tips, c.v., contact history, job details, etc. One recruiter I know rarely speaks to candidates when they call in letting his researcher field the call and giving out the excuse that he is already on the other line and will call them back. Now in a lot of agencies that would be the end of it and the candidate would have to keep on ringing until they were a) successful in getting hold of the recruiter or b) they give up trying. Not so in this case you see, he takes the candidate details, looks them up on ‘the system’, reads through the contact history to see what they spoke about last and then does a quick scan of the c.v. and any previous submissions and then he telephones the candidate. His candidates think the sun shines brightly through his posterior no matter whether he manages to get them that dream job they applied for or not. His other ‘secret’ is that he respects his candidates. Perhaps I should mention here that the consultant I am talking about learnt his skill during the balmy days of contractor heaven when if you didn’t treat your candidate contractors properly they moved on to another agency very quickly and with contracts as low as a month or less in some cases a quality high earning [for the agency] contractor would have many ‘irons in the fire’ and would be off like a shot if they felt unloved. The point is this recruiter learnt his skills properly and practised them well. Today he is high up in major player respected by his candidates, colleagues, superiors and clients. Why he even had the audacity to ‘headhunt’ a candidate for another job and then phone the company he’d hunted him from and admit to it saying that he was therefore the best qualified person to find them a replacement – it worked too. Both companies are now well established clients of his.

A point to remember when you are dealing with clients [candidate or employer], people buy from people. Not companies. Of course there are many factors considered when choosing a supplier and of course cost is a major one but if the salesman is good and the service he/she gives is professional and the salesman personable they will get the deal just as soon as they get the chance to show what they can do. If on the other hand they aren’t so good or likeable then no matter whether they are on a preferred supplier list the ‘buyer’ will avoid them favouring those who perform better even if significantly more expensive. Candidates too have agencies they will not submit their c.v. to because of bad experiences in the past. A fact which if the candidate is a ‘shoe-in’ costs the agency money. Candidates are not stupid, when they find a vacancy advertised by an agency they don’t like they will either; a) look for the same vacancy advertised by another agency, b) if it is a niche market, try to and often succeed in identifying the employer and go direct, c) not bother to pursue the vacancy, or d) worse case scenario; telephone a recruiter they know to be good and tell them about it. This is the worst because not all recruiters are stupid either. If a quality candidate telephones a good recruiter with such information they will move heaven and earth to find the employer, call them, ‘sell’ the candidate in and like as not get the placement and a new client to boot.

Let’s assume for a moment that as a recruiter you are good at what you do. Therefore you expect to be respected for this. Why then do so many ‘good’ recruiter fail to extend the same respect to candidates? After all these people do a job and are experienced, qualified and skilled in many cases they have been doing their jobs longer than the recruiter. So why is it that so many recruiters treat candidates with disdain showing little or no respect? Why are they so patronising? Often because they are unable to ‘profile’ a c.v. they have failed to miss key points that make the candidate really suitable for a position and so when the candidate has to point out that these things exist and explain what they mean [when the recruiter should know] does the recruiter become off-hand and abrasive. Thereby loosing the candidate and often the placement.

Candidates come in all shapes and sizes, colours, types, grades, etc. each one needs to be handled with the same courtesy and respect but also in an individual way. Some will really need the help of a professional ‘career manager’ a mentor who can guide them whereas others ‘know the score’ and what they want is a professional recruiter able to understand them and their skills and abilities. They require to feel confident in the abilities of the recruiter in whom they are placing their trust and career. They do not need to be ‘fobbed off’ with any excuse just to get them off the line.

And another thing – email. In the beginning email was a crude form of communication, just for use as a method of dropping a note to a friend or colleague. Today this is far from the case, email is a respected and trusted form of business communication with legal recognition. So why is it that the art of written communication is so often lost altogether or simply ignored in emails? I’m not suggesting for a moment that you should write emails as though with a quill pen observing all the niceties and protocols but I am saying you should always be courteous, respectful and professional in business communications. Fortunately one of the worst offenders, the automated response, is falling out of favour with the more professional agencies. When someone has taken the time, effort and trouble to read your advert, check their c.v., compile an email and send it to you believing you to be a professional the last thing they expect to get is an automated response that is so obviously just that. One company I know of sends out automated responses containing the line “Your c.v. has been added to our system and is now under review against the position you applied for and one of our consultants will be in touch with you should you be successful.” This is a travesty.

Firstly the response arrives back to the candidate within a few minutes so it is quite obvious it is an automated response and therefore has no real meaning other than that the email sent has arrived and has been acknowledge as such. Secondly it assumes that the candidate is a fool, nobody unless they are more than a little naïve would believe that in just a few minutes after receipt of an email a c.v. can be transferred onto what ever software system the agency is using, read through by a resourcer to weed out the totally improbable applicants and subsequently passed on to the recruiter who is as this very moment reading carefully through it comparing skill sets and qualifications against the job specification they have for the vacancy. Candidates all know that recruiters are very busy people and that they don’t just sit there waiting for c.v.’s to drop in their lap so they can read them and they appreciate that. They also know this because so many recruiters have told them. The final crime is that bit about ‘one of our consultants will be in touch with you should you be successful.’ Pardon? Just what do you think you are saying here? What it seems to indicate is that if a recruiter decides that he wants to send your c.v. to an employer he will contact you. He won’t speak to the candidate for any other reason. So the candidate is left high and dry even if they should ring the recruiter for more information about the position they will be reminded of the email and effectively told to go away.

My interview skills need not be too precise as we use Psychometric Testing. Whoa chum, not so fast. Many non-scientific people now use the term 'psychometrics' to cover the wide range of systems and tools used in testing, measuring and assessing all kinds of attributes in people, but strictly speaking this is incorrect. The term 'psychometrics' actually means the psychological theory or technique of mental measurement. Psychometrics and psychometric tests in this pure sense are often (and in certain countries necessarily) practised and administered only by people holding a PhD in psychology. Which as far as I recall isn’t de rigueur for your average recruitment consultant.
However, having said that ‘psychometric testing’ is the term that is most often used to define occupational testing and candidate/employee assessment. There are a variety of tests that, although not strictly psychometric tests, are now widely used to assess the character strengths and weaknesses of existing employees or potential new employees. This data gained can provide a reasonably accurate profile of each subject determining their suitability for a position within the organisation. 
Psychometric tests in this sense are standardised measures that provide scores on hypothetical variables.  In essence they are designed to measure one or more facets of a person's behaviour or personality.  These tests should be both reliable [accurate and precise measurements]  and valid [objective and relevant].  Tests are standardised [used on a wide population sample against which subsequent respondents' results can be compared].  This comparative measure enables detailed and accurate predictions to be made from the test results about a person's likely responses to and behaviour in a variety of different situations.

But what you must remember is that it isn’t the whole solution merely an additional reference used to complete the whole picture. 

Dealing with employers [Customer Relationship Management II]

Relationships with employer clients can be easy or they can be hard, usually the choice is decided by the way the recruiter handles the client account. The most basic thing to consider here is why the client is using you to do their recruitment. Sadly the answer is almost certainly not because you are the nicest, sweetest, most efficient, most professional recruiter in the world, nor is it likely to be because you are the cheapest.

When you first made contact with the client you 1) sold yourself, then you 2) sold your company and then you began to 3) provide your services (at least that’s the way it’s supposed to work). Well just think for a moment; stages one and two are only precursors to the main event namely providing recruitment services. Now how ever true it is that people buy from people at the end of the day it comes down to the fact that what they are actually buying is ‘what you/your company can do for them’. You don’t have a PC on your desk because it is pretty and you can use it to play CD’s and stick post-it notes too. No it’s there because it is a tool, it helps you do your job. Well it’s the same with recruitment services, they help the employer do his job [making/selling/delivering/etc. more product, etc.] by enabling him to recruit the staff he needs to fulfil the functions needed in order to carry out the job.

At least that’s the way it’s supposed to work, all too often what the employer gets in terms of actual service falls far short. Now it has to be said that sometimes this is the fault of the employer, for no matter how hard a recruiter pushes them to supply the correct detailed information required to search for, identify, filter and recommend possible employees the employer simply says no. Leaving the recruiter to do what he/she can by either calling on experience and/or guessing. Be that as it may it is still the recruiter’s responsibility to try to make the services that they offer as good and as professional and as useful as they possibly  can.

There used to be an old adage that American gangsters favoured the ‘Tommy’ gun as this enabled them to ‘spray the surrounding countryside in the vain hope that they might just hit something important’. Unfortunately it seems that some recruiters still operate on the same principle – The more c.v.’s they send – the more likely they are to get an interview.

Alas this is not the case. Remember first and foremost the service is supposed to help the client, merely firing off every c.v. you can lay your hands on that looks even remotely if it might be close to what they want isn’t the way it is done, it doesn’t help the employer it gives them more work. What the client actually wanted you to do was find the star performer – not supply the audience.

Some employers {H.R. Depts.] will actually state a limit to the number of c.v’s they will allow you to send. Sometimes this can be a good thing, sometimes bad. After all if you have sent your quota and at the last minute a c.v. arrives that is way ahead of the others you want to send it and it often takes considerable persuading to get H.R. Depts. to accept these late entries. The reason for the imposed limit is of course the less professional recruiters who send as many c.v.’s as they can in the vain hope… etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.

It is far better that as a recruiter you set yourself a limit as to how many c.v.’s you intend to send. It seems here that three is the optimum number, the advantage being if you set the limit you can break it, the secret being knowing when to break it.

Also by giving yourself a limit you force yourself to be that bit more choosey when selecting who to put forward to the employer. The result of course is that the employer benefits from having only ‘the cream’ and you benefit because the employer is impressed, pleased and more likely to give you repeat business.

Being a recruitment consultant is easy – as long as you work very hard at it

