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Recruitment is changing in line with the way business 
gets done. Many industries are experiencing disruption, 
with new models of work emerging to replace traditional 
practice, driven by technology, opportunity and new 
thinking. For the most part, recruitment agencies have 
remained the same in spite of this. Recruiting has  
remained largely a sales business, with little differentiation 
between one provider and another, other than 
surface branding.
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Introduction

In this paper, we will be looking at the things some 
agencies are doing to stay relevant and viable in 
the connected world. This is the follow up to the 
first Colleague: @BillBoorman white paper, ‘From 
Transaction to Relationship Recruiting. The Agency 
Opportunity.’ The relationship paper addressed 
the changing “wants” from candidates and hiring 
companies, which were very similar. The research 
indicated that above all else, the top 5 needs of 
candidates were:

• Understanding of niche sectors
• Specialist knowledge
• Prompt feedback
• Regular updates
• Regular opportunities rather than one off jobs

The top 5 needs of hiring companies were:
 
• Introduction to unique candidates
• Established relationships with candidates
• Specialist market knowledge
• Impartial hiring advice and guidance

In this paper we will look at how the agency model
can change to meet these needs day to day, and deliver
a service that will ensure continued growth and security, 
because without a change to the current operating
model, many agencies face tough times ahead
in a shrinking market.

Recruitment was always a simple business. People who 
wanted jobs came to the office of a recruitment agent, 
filled in a form, sat down for an interview that covered 
work history, experience, skills and aspirations. The 
consultants rang their clients who had open jobs and
the process went from there. If you wanted a job you 
went to an agent, and if you wanted to hire you mostly 
did the same. Hiring was local. You dealt with companies 
in a 20 mile radius, and the job types were very similar. 
Head-hunters plied their trade by having a black book 
of contacts, and researchers gathered names by making 
ruse calls and pretending to be sending out the latest 
year book or an invitation to a golf day. Recruitment 
businesses were grown by opening an office in one town 
or city, gaining business in the next and opening another 
office. This model continued unabated for quite a few 
years, even with the advent of more specialist divisions. 
As work became more specialised, so agencies followed, 
but businesses was still local, dictated by physical 
location, network meant geography and little else.

The advent of the internet changed all that. The last 20 
years has seen an implosion in doing business this way. 
Whilst some recruitment businesses have been slow 
to react, still adopting a branch network approach, the 
landscape has shifted beyond recognition. Community is 
no longer about physical location. People connect in very 
different ways. Technology has taken the mystery out of 
connecting and opening lines of communication, and the 
adoption of internal recruiting teams within organisations 
has threatened the very existence of an industry built on 
closed connections and restricted communication lines. 
The world isn’t like that anymore. You don’t need an 
invitation to connect and talk. The walls have come down. 
Do you really need an “agent” to introduce you, whether 
you are a hiring company or a candidate looking for your 
next job? Only one that is going to add real value and go 
beyond the simple introduction.
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The Agency Challengers

In the past, agencies were central to hiring in the UK. 
In 2011, research from Bersin Associates found that the 
average cost per hire in the UK was more than double 
that of the US:

“The study found that UK talent acquisition cost stands 
at £5,311 per hire. Cost per hire is a key metric of talent 
acquisition spending since this measure indicates hiring 
efficiency and productivity. While spending on talent 
acquisition also rose 6% in the US, companies there 
spend $3,479 per hire, or the equivalent of £2,226.” 
 
See more at:
www.hrmagazine.co.uk

The research went on to indicate that this was a driving 
factor behind many organisations looking to establish their 
own direct sourcing capability, reducing the reliance on 
agency hiring. The other key factors behind the switching 
source of hire can be attributed to:

Connectivity and social media

The recent social media timeline:

1997: ICQ (Internet Relay Chat) is purchased by America 
Online and AOL Instant Messenger launches, and a new 
language is born. OMG, LOL, BRB.

1997: SixDegrees.com launches allowing users to create 
profiles and list friends.

2002: Friendster.com launches and quickly grows 
to 3 million users in 3 months.

2003: MySpace.com is frantically coded in 10 days 
to try and mimic the rapid growth of Friendster. Grows 
to the most popular social networking site in 2006 with 
100 million users. LinkedIn and Photobucket also 
join the game.

2004: Facebook launches originally as a way for college 
students to connect. The year also saw the birth of Digg 
and Flickr.

2005: YouTube launches and gives anyone with a video 
camera the chance to become an internet sensation.

2006: Twitter launches and squeezes our communication 
into 140 character “tweets”.

2008: Facebook overtakes MySpace as the most popular 
social networking site.

2011: Google introduces Google+ after two previous 
failed attempts to break into the social space 
(Wave and Buzz).
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It is hard to imagine that in 2014, Facebook is only 
10 years old, and that the essential recruiters channel 
LinkedIn was unheard of before 2003. The launch of 
Twitter in 2006 can be attributed with having the biggest 
impact on connectivity and the way people network. 
Prior to Twitter, networking was still very much by 
invitation, and was restricted to more of a means of 
keeping in touch with known individuals rather than 
connecting with new people. The concept of community 

was still very much about location, and networks 
consisted of contacts such as former colleagues, 
education alumni etc. Twitter changed all that, because 
for the first time people could connect, follow and 
communicate with anyone they wanted without the need 
for any history or acceptance. 

Twitter has continued to experience significant growth 
since launch:
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The background to the growth of twitter users adopting 
this new approach to networking has been the growth 
of network size by connections in other social media 
channels, (reach), which has more than doubled per 
user over the last 3 years. Where people became 
open to connecting and communicating with strangers 
where there was a shared interest on twitter, so the 
same approach followed in to Facebook and other 
social channels.

In the past, recruitment agencies had been the 
established route to introduce companies to individuals 
who were interested in new career opportunities, and 
individuals to new opportunities, giving them a distinct 
advantage as the connector and introducer. The growth 
of social media adoption and networking has removed 
this advantage because anyone can connect with just 
about anyone given a little effort. Our research shows 
that the average hire will be connected with a hiring 
company for a minimum of 7 months before becoming 
an applicant, and will have up to 40 connections within 
the hiring company. The way in which people look for jobs 
is changing, with them more likely to look for companies 
before they look for jobs.

The merlin data which tracks user behaviour on LinkedIn 
tells a similar story, with hires showing a clear connection 
path from individual profiles to company pages to jobs, 
the first connection point usually being with a similar 
employee in the company. Candidates and hiring 
companies can, and will connect for themselves as a 
result of employer branding, and the personal branding 
of employees. The new model for agencies needs to take 
in to account of this level of connectivity, and offer much 
more than an introduction service. 

Whilst this presents a threat to agencies, this also 
presents opportunity for recruiters to build their own 
networks in the same way. In the Colleague white paper: 
‘LinkedIn and the Agency recruiter’, we highlighted 
the way in which people are connecting with recruiters. 

In much the same way as in the corporate world, 
the connection path is first from individuals (usually 
as a result of an update in stream or group), to company 
page to jobs. LinkedIn report that updates receive 6 
times the engagement and click through of adverts and 
content. LinkedIn has become the reference point for 
potential candidates and clients. It is likely that more 
people will check out individual recruiter profiles than 
will look at the company website, yet the investment in 
profiles and company pages by recruitment companies 
is negligible. The new model agency should invest in a 
branded company page, publish targeted updates based 
on age, allow recruiters a minimum of 2 hours a day to 
network, publish updates and invest in media rich content 
for individual profiles such as video, pictures etc., as well 
as an active presence in social media channels Twitter, 
Facebook and Google+. 

Where it has been traditional agency practice to 
concentrate branding activity on the corporate brand, 
through marketing and advertising spend, primarily 
around job posts, the shift in the way people connect 
and network means that recruiters should be encouraged, 
(and rewarded) for networking and engaging with 
individuals and groups, because it is personal activity and 
updates that drive connecting with the company brand. 
This shift from corporate to personal branding presents 
one of the biggest challenges to agency owners, who 
are used to developing a culture of control and direction, 
rather than collaboration and trust. Personal networks 
cannot be owned by the company, they are owned by the 
networks according to the “terms of Service”, accessible 
by the account holder.

Recruiters in the new model agency will need a different 
skill and knowledge base in comparison to the recruiters 
of the past, with networking, specialist knowledge of 
a niche sector, and influence taking preference over 
the traditional sought after skills of sales and control. 
Recruiting has always been described as a sales 
business, but the new model relies more on networking 
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and in-bound marketing. We will discuss the in-bound 
marketing approach to recruiting later in the paper. 
The role of the recruiter can best be described as a 
creative networker, and central to this is a genuine interest 
in people and getting the best outcomes for them. 
This mirrors our research in to what candidates want 
from an agency recruiter. Now that people can connect 
directly without the need of a middle man, the middle 
men need to be offering much more to be considered 
as valued in the hiring process. This is a difficult shift for 
the traditional recruitment business because they were 
historically valued on the data they held locked behind the 
walls of a proprietary database. That was before the days 
when masses of data was available to anyone via the 
web, with the knowledge and tools to mine it. The value 
of the new model agency lies in the relationships within 
the C.R.M. (client relationship manager), and their net 
promoter score. The NPS, (net promoter score) reflects 
the likelihood of people recommending you to others. 
In the connected age, we check everyone before we do 
business with them, and the NPS score is dependent on 
the service and help offered to candidates and clients, 
regardless of business outcomes. The NPS should be 
something the new model agency tracks continuously, 
and is a critical key performance indicator, (KPI), for both 
the business and individual recruiters.

Employer branding

Aside from looking to reduce cost of hire, the second 
most important factor cited by companies introducing 
direct hiring is employer branding. With people connecting 
with companies and becoming candidates, before they 
apply for jobs and become applicants, companies have 
looked for ways to tell their culture story in public. 
The usual route from interested party to candidate to 
applicant is quite clear. Investigate employees in similar 
positions, follow company pages and respond to updates, 
follow and apply for jobs, connect with recruiters. 
The connected world has seen organisations taking 
a multi-channel approach to sharing their message 
and reaching a target audience. 

You will note that we talk of reaching a target audience 
rather than target candidates. This needs to be an 
important consideration for the new model agency, 
identifying, attracting and providing value to audience 
rather than applicants. 

The candidate/applicant model

We have mentioned several times in this paper that 
candidates and applicants are different. They can be 
defined as:

•  Candidate – connected with a company. This might 
be as a result of being a previous applicant, an 
ex-employee, a follower or connection of a company’s 
social media account or a member of a talent network 
or community. A candidate is a candidate as long as 
they choose to be a candidate.

•  Applicant – being considered for and measured against 
the requirements of a specific job. A job has a shelf life 
whilst the job is live. Recruiters will move applicants 
out of the hiring pipeline, or applicants will elect to 
remove themselves from the process and be no longer 
considered. 

Considering this model, and where the traditional agency 
sits in the supply chain, this presents limitations moving 
forward, because increasingly hiring companies will 
source from their candidate pool first, and only look at 
applicants from agencies when they have exhausted all 
other sources. Employment branding and connectivity 
means that they are continually growing their candidate 
pool. The wider the reach, the greater the likelihood that 
the direct sourcing team will already be connected with 
enough candidates to find the applicants they need to 
meet their hiring requirements. As more organisations 
adopt this approach, it is a frightening prospect for the 
traditional agency. 
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This presents a clear need to change the approach from 
sourcing applicants at the end of the supply chain, to 
sourcing candidates to connect with companies. Whilst 
this would necessitate a new pricing model to reward 
identifying and attracting candidates to connect, rather 
than applicants to apply, positioning the new model 
agency back at the top of the supply chain, rather than 
picking up the pieces at the bottom. Where an agency is 
a source of applicants, rather than candidates, the agency 
positions themselves as a channel competing against all 
other channels, such as LinkedIn, job boards etc. When 
we consider the average agency fee in comparison to the 
cost of advertising, or recruiter accounts in social media, 
it is easy to see the need to offer 4 to 5 times the value, 
or to take a new approach.

The benefit agencies have to adopt this new model 
goes back to the data held within the database or CRM, 
framed in a different way. The CRM contains years of 
records of candidates, CV’s, job specs and company 
information. When this data is organised for mining and 
retrieval, updated by importing unstructured social data 
using a tool such as refresh from the Social CV, the new 
model agency becomes an expert data centre, with the 
evidence to advise on any aspect of the market becoming 
a real resource. Hiring companies are willing to invest 
in data reports which will enable them to make good 
business decisions based on evidence, and the agency 
is the best place to access it. From salary reports to talent 
mapping, there is a wealth of services the new model 
agency can offer based on expertise and consultancy.

Sourcers v Resourcers

If we consider that the new model agency is going to 
make the shift from finding people for jobs, to finding jobs 
for people, sourcing candidates for companies where 
there is a culture fit rather than applicants for jobs, the 
big challenge is attracting people in to connecting and 
engaging with the recruitment business as the source 
of real expertise and help. This will come from a mix of 
in-bound marketing, (we will discuss this later in the 

paper), branding and sourcing. Sourcing is fundamentally 
different to resourcing, because where the resourcer in 
the traditional agency dedicates themselves to finding 
CV’s to convert in to applicants for jobs, the new model 
agency will be driven by the sourcing team, which will act 
as the engine room of the business.

When we look at how the resourcer role is considered 
in the traditional agency, it is generally regarded as the 
most junior role in the team. Learn to find candidates, 
and you progress to becoming a consultant. In the new 
model agency, connections, people and relationships 
are the asset on which the business is built. The services 
offered from talent mapping, candidate pooling through 
to qualifying long lists to short lists are driven by the 
sourcers. The traditional, sales focused recruiter will 
evolve in to a data miner, relationship manager and 
marketer. It is a very different role, where the sales 
strategy of the business is dictated by the candidate 
relationships they have.

Internal mobility, workforce planning 
and other offerings

The most recent source of hire reports attribute 51% 
of hires to internal mobility, through transfers, promotions 
etc. The traditional applicant model employed by agencies 
rarely accesses internal candidates, but this is merely a 
case of positioning. By taking a consultative approach, 
utilising the market data within the CRM to benchmark 
against internal employee data means that the new model 
agency, taking a more consultative partnership approach 
can bring recruiting expertise and market intelligence to 
workforce planning and internal mobility.

One of the emerging trends over the last few years 
has been the rise of the independent recruiter, using 
technology to operate as an agency usually from home 
or in a coffee shop. The independent recruiter is more 
agile as to the service they offer, and spend time recruiting 
in-house for a corporate company, get involved in areas 
like employer branding and candidate attraction, whilst 
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taking on contingency assignments in down time. 
The new model agency will need to adopt a similar 
level of agility to switch between in-house direct hiring, 
consultancy and recruiting, and have a pricing model 
to match.

Organisations looking to adopt a direct sourcing 
capability, but lacking either the expertise to effectively 
run talent acquisition, have been increasingly utilising 
the services of RPO organisations, paying for service 
and relationship rather than the traditional placement 
fees. This presents new opportunities for the new model 
agency to think and act like an RPO, providing talent 
acquisition support in partnership, including areas like 
work force planning, internal mobility, branding, sourcing, 
talent mapping, maintaining candidate relationships, 
managing candidate experience, operating employee 
referral programs, facilitating ex-employee communities, 
student relations , crowd sourced recruiting etc. There is 
a whole range of services where the new model agency 
can incorporate in to their offering outside of applicant 
introductions. The new model agency is a service based 
business, with the set up and agility to work like an 
independent recruiter on scale. We are seeing some 
agencies such as Dublin based CPL, Cream, Networx, 
TalentWorks, Recruit Loop, Social Media search , 
WebRecruit, TheJobPost and others evolving these types 
of service offerings and achieving great success, after 
a little innovation. Agencies have both the data and the 
expertise to adopt a more agile approach, provided 
they take an agile consultative approach to market, 
where contingency recruiting is the fast disappearing 
as a revenue stream. The new model agency has 
a clear differentiator from their competitors, and have 
moved away from scrapping around for business 
as the last resort for hiring companies, where cost 
is the only differentiator.

The end of outbound sales

Perhaps the biggest area of change will come in 
how business is won, which will come from service 
differentiation and outbound marketing. This is no different 
to how business is changing at large, switching from 
outbound to inbound sales models, based on positioning, 
branding, content marketing and recommendation/
referral to drive business. The good old days of banging 
out a high volume of calls to candidates and prospects 
is fast disappearing. People are just far too busy to be 
interrupted by calls. They would much rather respond to 
other forms of messaging, in the channels they use most. 
This usually means a combination of mobile and social, 
through events like webinars, blogs etc, with a process 
for lead capture and easy connection. The new model 
agencies who are positioning themselves in this way, 
concentrating on connectivity and relationship are building 
for a prosperous future, whilst those agencies resisting 
change are finding it harder and harder to do business. 
The new model agency will be staffed by:

• Sourcers
• Networkers
• Marketers
• Consultants

It is a different approach, but far more interesting than the 
days of banging the phones.
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Summary

What is clear through this paper is that the world is 
changing, and a new model of agency is evolving, 
presenting lots of opportunity for those who are willing
to rethink how they do business and what they charge for. 
Agencies who are resisting change are increasingly being 
forced to compete on price against an increasing number 
of competitors with lower over heads. Something has
to change.

Mobility has turned the business to a 24 hour business. 
The golden hours have changed. We know that the 
golden hours for interacting with connections are between 
the hours of:

6.15 – 9.15
10.45 – 11.20
11.45 – 2.20
4.40 – 9.45

The hours recruiters are live and engaging need to reflect 
this. The new model offers real opportunity for those 
willing and brave enough to change.
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