As the recession takes its toll on the Irish labour market, it can be easy to forget that even companies with ailing balance sheets need to recruit to replace key employees with business-critical roles.

However, with generous recruitment budgets a thing of the past, it is time for all employers, but particularly those who fall into the SME bracket, to get creative.

"The recruitment and employment agencies usually provide an excellent candidate screening service but, in more challenging times like these, HR needs to work a little harder," said Niall Kelly, director of job site JobsOnlineGroup.ie. "By searching through CV databases themselves, companies could save a lot of money."

Recruitment budgets

When worsening economic circumstances prompt companies to tighten their belts, marketing and advertising budgets are usually first to take the hit. 

Investment in recruitment will be the biggest sacrifice companies will make over the next 10 months, according to a KPMG snapshot survey, released in August. It found that three out of every ten employers it questioned said they planned to spend less money to hire new people. 

Recruitment agencies and newspapers, that have traditionally relied on revenue from recruitment advertising, are suffering as a result. CPL, Ireland's largest recruitment agency, recently reported an 18 per cent slump in fees generated from permanent placement in the second half of 2007. 

While it is tempting for Irish companies to scale back talent recruitment and management in the face of one of the most testing times in decades, this could prove to be a short-sighted move, warned Tom McCarthy, chief executive, Irish Management Institute.

"Good decision-making is paramount now," said McCarthy. "A more flexible approach to talent management is crucial."

Online sources

Kelly believes that it's possible to reign in spending on recruitment without scrimping on quality by using the internet more effectively or ensuring that the company's HR manager, if there is one, knows how to get the most out of online CV databases.

"HR departments only pay lip service to using the net to find candidates, because it's time-consuming and slow to go through so many candidates finding the 'diamond in the rough'," said Kelly. 

His company charges clients €249 to open an account and advertise a vacancy, under a self-management system.

"When companies outsource HR to recruitment agencies, the agencies then basically do the actual work of managing the vacancy on the job boards and filtering candidates to send over," said Kelly. 

"If budgets allow that, then that's fine, but we have heard great success stories of companies that have saved hundreds of thousands of euro by using the net more effectively."  

In the UK, PricewaterhouseCooper saved stg£1 million by using online job sites to hire some 1,000 graduates last year, while an Irish software firm recently hired fifty IT engineers without paying any recruitment agency fees, Kelly said.

Savvy employers can save money, during the recruitment process, by wading through online job sites for candidates themselves. 

However, they should be wary of unscrupulous online operators, or recruiters who try to exaggerate their scale, said John Cusack, managing director of HR consultancy, Ceridian Ireland.

"There are agencies that will list 100 job titles but have no specific clients to back up each job and are merely trying to get more candidate CVs into their databases," Cusack said. 

"When some of them see a company advertising a job elsewhere, they'll put that job on their own list and try to sell their own candidates to that company. So, there is a significant amount of vacancies advertised that are not backed up by a real job or are merely duplicates of existing vacancies."  

Kelly advised companies to sign up to at least five online jobs sites, which can cost as little as €75 a month, to cast the net as far as possible. Training in the effective and economic use of these sites is, he said, equally important. 

Kelly advised companies to take on a former recruiter to hire new staff, even if it is just on a short-term contract basis, because they know how best to make the most out of job boards. 

HR managers should then spend at least two hours a week e-mailing prospective candidates from the job sites' searchable CV databases used regularly by recruiters, Kelly said.  

The company's own website should have a prominent and user-friendly job section where candidates can view vacancies and apply for positions directly using the website.

"Three years ago, job candidates would have been happy to post their CV on a website and just sit back and wait for employers to come to them," Cusack said. 

"But, the tide has turned in favour of employers. Candidates are now more proactive and will go directly to the websites of well-known companies and apply for jobs there."

Kelly recommended that companies use the internet to place sponsored search ads. These can enable employers to reach their audience directly where they are displayed alongside a product or service of interest to the user. Google charges as little as €2 a click to advertise key words such as 'sales job'."   

Click thrus & page views

Even the most basic online advertising presence can provide a wide range of statistics for organisations, such as 'click-thrus' and 'page views'. 

This type of feedback allows companies to perform an instant analysis on any given recruitment campaign and therefore better understand, and communicate with, their target audiences.

The ubiquitous use of social networking sites such as Facebook means clever organisations can tap directly into networks with suitable candidates. 

Ernst & Young in the US uses social networking to drive recruitment, while PR company Edelman recently revealed that it had cut costs by using social networks to recruitment. 

A survey by the research company Gartner, conducted in 18 countries, found that most companies fail to engage with the phenomenon of social networking, even though it has the potential to increase savings.

Referral fee

Apart from getting the best out of the internet, companies looking to hire new staff can also offer existing employees a referral or finders' fee for recommending a candidate. 

If that candidate is hired, the staff member could be paid €1,000, or 20 per cent of the typical recruitment agency charge, Kelly advised. 

Other approaches might, for example, include sending suppliers a monthly newsletter with a list of available vacancies in the organisation and asking them to pass it on to any potential candidates they know of.  

Key staff

Organisations should not forget key staff already in situ. Kelly recommended paying them a wage that is 15 per cent above the going market rate. 

If they leave, the cost of replacing them could run up to 50 per cent of their annual salary in terms of agency fees, lost days in training, and knowledge lost to the competition, he said. 

"It will be a costly mistake if you discover six months down the road that you've hired  the wrong person," said Derek McKay, managing director of Adare HR Management. 

"If you're going to get the most out of any recruitment process, it is always a necessity to make sure the right appointment has been made."

