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What Should You Expect From a Recruiter?

With any resource, the maximum benefit is realized only when there is a clear understanding of what role the resource can or should play in a company's efforts to reach a particular goal.  Executive Search firms are probably one of the most underutilized and misunderstood resources available to companies.  Hopefully, after reading this article, your firm will have a more refined understanding of what you should expect from a quality search firm.  If you are already working with a firm, this will be a valuable tool with which to gauge their performance.  If you are in the process of selecting a firm, then the following information can become your benchmark.   Perhaps, if you have not taken advantage of the benefits a superior search firm can provide, you may want to reevaluate your process for attracting talent.

Many companies mistakenly believe the most important factor in selecting a search firm is the amount of the fee they charge.  I believe this is the least important.  Many people are successfully hired without recruiters.  On occasion recruiters place people that don't work out. For these reasons, Hiring Managers occasionally question the wisdom of using recruiters.  Sometimes using a recruiter doesn't make sense, but not for these reasons.  Although questions certainly must be asked, deciding whether or not to use recruiters based on the long-term retention of a hire, is faulty thinking.  No matter how candidates are sourced, there is always risk.  (Please keep in mind the person accepting the position probably has a greater risk exposure than the company.) Remember, the recruiter didn't make the hiring decision.  In order to understand this concept, let's take a moment to analyze the role of a recruiter.  

Initially, the primary role of a recruiter is to learn, and there is a wealth of knowledge they must absorb.  Who is this company they have partnered with?  What are their strengths and weaknesses?  What is the culture like?  How do they differentiate themselves or define their value in the market place?  What is their target market, and how successful have they been?  What would cause someone to fail within this organization, and just as importantly, what type of person would be most likely to succeed?  Are current employees happy, secure, and challenged, or are they merely biding their time until a better opportunity presents itself?  What are the personalities of the Hiring Managers?  The list goes on and on.  In a nutshell, based on several lengthy and in-depth conversations, a recruiter is tasked with climbing inside a company and learning all that they would know if they worked there.  This is a tall order.  A sure way to undermine the future success the recruiter and company will enjoy is to fail to respect the totality of this learning process and not provide the recruiter with information they need.  After all, hiring superior talent is the single most important undertaking a company must accomplish.   It may be useful to compare this with seeking professional medical advice.  Have you ever gone to a doctor that never looked at anything beyond the specific area of your body that you mentioned?  Didn't you leave feeling like they had a truncated understanding of your needs?  Can they really treat you as a total person when you either didn't give them enough information or they failed to consider the total picture?  The same principle applies with recruiters.  When you select a search firm, you are selecting the person that is going to go into your market place and represent you.  Give them the tools they need!  

What does this have to do with the amount of the fee charged?  Well, in recruiting, as in any other venture, you get what you pay for.  If you think you have done your company a service by demanding a reduced fee, you have most probably just shot yourself in the foot.  Step for a moment into the shoes of a recruiter and imagine that you have two clients.  One is demanding your product at a price that barely covers your costs.  The other is willing to pay a fee that allows you to make a reasonable profit.  Which client would you be more inclined to put your energy into keeping satisfied?  Which one would you enjoy working with more?  If a company refuses to pay for a complete process, they will end up with an incomplete result.  Why should a recruiter provide the same effort, and subsequently the same caliber of candidates, to the client who has chewed the fee to ribbons as they do to a client who is willing to pay a fair price?  It doesn't make sound business sense.  When a recruiter identifies a real superstar, to whom do you think they will place a "heads up" call--- the low-ball client or the one who appreciates the time and value of the recruiter?  Why sell superior talent for an inferior price?

Another incorrect belief many Hiring Managers have is that the main purpose of a recruiter is to identify people:  In other words, to provide them with names and perhaps resumes.  They then proceed to restrict or eliminate the recruiter's involvement, believing they can "take it from there".  This is a recipe for disaster.  Obtaining names is often very laborious and time consuming, but not particularly difficult.  The real process begins with the recruiter learning about the candidate, just like they initially learned about the company.  They must listen both to what the candidate says and what they don't say.  This is an intangible process with so many facets that must be considered, weighed, and prioritized.  What are the fears of the candidate?  What happened to them the last time they made a change?  What have they consistently excelled at?  What are their expectations?  How does their significant other feel about a change?  How do they handle stress?  Again, this list goes on and on, just like it did in the "getting to know you" phase with the company.  Remember, the recruiter is talking about changing a person's life in many ways.  It will impact the quality of their home life as well as work experience.  The literal future of their children will be impacted by this decision.  It is NOT an easy one to make.   

We're not finished yet!  After the recruiter has learned enough to determine if the candidate is appropriate, which is all done without revealing the client's name, they must then present the client's benefits in a manner that compliments the candidate's goals. Imagine getting a stranger to tell you all the details of their lives, including their earnings, without knowing the who/what/why. If there are negative industry perceptions or rumors about the company the recruiter must address them.  It is also during this initial conversation that a very critical factor is first explored.  Specifically, the recruiter, despite what the candidate may actually say, must assess whether or not the candidate is really obtainable.  Will they be able to walk in and resign if it comes to that? How will they handle a counter offer?  What role will their distaste of what they may perceive as a confrontation play in their willingness to leave?  When companies go around the recruiter and take over the process prematurely, they rarely address this significant issue, and if they do, they are often not effective.  

Making a hiring decision or a career change is a touchy business.  Often, people on both sides have delicate questions they don't feel comfortable asking.  They may have concerns they aren't prepared to voice.  Perhaps they are unclear about the decision but don't want to lose a potential opportunity.  Finessing this process is very difficult and almost always benefits from a third party.  Recruiters are great facilitators.  They provide feedback from client to candidate and back again.  During this process, they never lose sight of the fact that their first priority is the well being of the client, but they must also do their best to fairly advise and guide the candidate.  When delicate issues surface, a buffer between the two sides often prevents misunderstandings and helps to keep emotional reactions from muddying the process.  

Recruiters live in the industry at large and therefore have a very deep and broad perspective.  They often know where the skeletons are and what goes on behind closed doors in many companies. This perspective, combined with somewhat distanced observations, is invaluable.  Clients should expect to rely on the recruiters' opinions and advice over a wide range of issues.  Some examples are territory alignment, compensation, industry perception, subjective "feel" about candidates, what it will realistically take to attract the person they select, and so forth.  Recruiters often see how mistakes made by your competitors have hurt them and can help you to sidestep these pitfalls.  Another way to express the role of a recruiter is to say that they should be viewed as close partners in the process of growth and maintenance of a healthy company.  After your relationship with the recruiter is established, each successive search will be even more finely tuned.  The recruiter will be associated by reputation with your company and candidates desiring an introduction will know where to go.  

Finally, the negotiation process is often difficult.  Different styles and feelings about this delicate issue can make a placement that should have happened die on the vine.  And, once an offer is extended, the resignation still has to be carried out.  The recruiter's assistance is essential in many cases so that the candidate doesn't "come apart" at the very end, or worse, decide to stay if a counter offer is made.  Nerves are often raw by this point, and the transition into a new company looms big in the minds of both company and candidate.  So, actually, the recruiter's job is still only partially complete.  

Although I haven't fully discussed every aspect of the services a recruiter provides I hope this provides you with a more accurate understanding of what you should expect from a professional recruiter and an understanding of exactly how a recruiter earns their fee.  Recruiters, when good, are professionals, and to successfully conclude a search is more than a full time job.  It is wise to let the people best trained and most experienced handle this effort so that you are free to perform your responsibilities during the hiring process. 

