
  

Recession-Proof Recruiting 

By Jon Bartos 
 

The first week of April confirmed what many in our industry already knew: our economy 

is struggling. The Bureau of Labor Statistics employment report revealed that American 

businesses lost 80,000 jobs in March alone and 232,000 jobs in the first quarter of 2008. 

The unemployment rate is over 5 percent for the first time since 2005.  

 

―Recession is possible," conceded Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke.   

 

Recession.  A word that makes some of us seasoned recruiters shudder. If you’re one of 

the lucky recruiters to survive the last economic slowdown, you know it wasn’t all that 

fun.  If this is your first time, hold on. You may be in for a bumpy ride.  

 

The 2001-2003 recession left our industry in tatters. Over 50 percent of recruiting 

companies closed their doors and we lost more than 60 percent of our colleagues. They 

gave up, unable to stick with it during the tough times. But that left the field wide open 

for those of us who love recruiting and chose to stay in the game.    

 

When the media screams recession, we as recruiters had better be ready to pay attention 

and get ready to act. Not to post our resumes on Monster.com or to close up shop, but to 

recession proof your livelihood: both individually and corporately. Don’t give in to a 

sense of impending doom. I’ve worked through more than one recession, and the action 

steps that follow can thwart any economic challenges.  

 

Know the Facts 

Don’t believe the sky is falling. It’s not. There’s no denying certain markets are slowing 

down. Every time we go to the gas pump, we’re reminded that the price of fuel is getting 

ridiculous. Drive down most any residential street, and it’s obvious this isn’t a great time 

to try to sell new homes or get into the mortgage business.  

 

At first glance, a 5.1 percent unemployment rate is intimidating. But look a little closer: 

the unemployment rate for those with some college experience is a healthier 3.8 percent.  

For those with college degrees, it’s a robust 2.1 percent. That’s good news.   

 

You’re not going to find those statistics on page one. They’re not as exciting or headline 

making. It’s widely agreed that a 3-percent unemployment rate is full employment. That 

means that for college graduates, there remains a shortage of talent in the market today. 

And thanks to the retirment of aging Baby Boomers, that shortage will continue for the 

next decade or longer.         

 

Focus on the Right Market 

All markets are not created equal! Your market has everything to do with your success.  

 



It’s naïve to think you can work harder and achieve success if your market is in a slump. 

Conversely, if you’re in a hot market, the demand for your services and candidates will 

still be there, and maybe even be stronger in a weak economy.  

 

Your efforts will have a great payoff in stronger markets or niches. That’s why it’s 

essential to evaluate your markets to determine to what extent they’re being influenced 

by current economic trends.  

 

It’s not too hard to figure out whether your market is hot or cold. Are your existing 

clients giving you the same, more, or less business than in the past?  What is your current 

marketing presentation to job order ratio compared to this time last year?   

 

A quick way to assess your market is to jump on the job aggregators (www.indeed.com, 

www.simplyhired.com, www.jobster.com). Enter a few job titles you have traditionally 

placed and see a rough estimate of the number of openings in your market. It’s not exact, 

but it does give you a feel for the talent demand in your industry. 

 

As recruiters, we can’t afford to cling to what has always worked. We need to be flexible 

and knowledgeable enough to act and react to the world we work in. I recently decided to 

shift my professional focus to SAP FI/CO consultants after seeing over 30,000 posted 

openings.  

 

Value Your Time Now More Than Ever – Spend 25% More of it Marketing 

It’s imperative to aggressively market more in a tough economy. It’s not enough to 

simply find job orders; the critical thing is to weed out the average to bad ones. It’s a 

career killer, especially in a tough economy, to allow yourself to work on bad job orders. 

 

I understand that when your market slows down, the job orders are few and far between. 

When a job order does come in – it’s tempting to drop everything and work on it. But that 

is a dangerous strategy.     

 

In this economy, we need to scrutinize every job order. Vet them carefully. Make sure 

that if the right candidate is found and taken through the hiring process, you will get a 

placement.   

 

Without quality control, it’s a vicious cycle. Recruiters work hard on a job order. No 

placements are made, and no commission checks come in. To avoid this, continually 

topgrade job orders. By insuring plenty of ―A‖ search assignments, we also guarantee our 

survival and prosperity.  

 

With every job order, ascertain whether or not you are guaranteed a placement upon 

finding the right candidate. If you are confident it is so, great. If you find out that the 

answer is more like—if no other recruiter finds a qualified candidate first—or we will 

hire your candidate if we don’t decide to eliminate the position—be very careful. You 

may want to keep marketing.  You need to market 25% more in this economy just to have 

http://www.indeed.com/
http://www.simplyhired.com/
http://www.jobster.com/


enough good ones to work on.  This is where a job order matrix becomes invaluable. To 

view the one I use, visit my website,  www.talentwinsonline.com  

 

Educate Your Clients  

Don’t let your clients get caught up in hiring panic-inducing recession headlines. 

Remember, with a 2.1-percent unemployment rate for the college graduate workforce, it 

is and will remain a war for great talent.  

 

 We all know there are A, B and C players in the market. Our job is to sell A players to 

our clients. Now is the perfect time for organizations to get rid of low-performing C 

Players and replace them with A players, the top 20 percent of the workforce.  

 

Make sure you remind your clients that this is not the time to slow down hiring processes 

or put a hold on positions. Winning in business today means winning with talent.  A 

temporary stall in the economy can be the perfect opportunity for an organization to make 

big gains in the talent market. And it’s your job to make that happen. 

 

Bring “A” Players to the Table 

During the economic slowdown of 2001- 2003 many recruiting companies and recruiters 

found themselves in big trouble for the simple reason they forgot how to market.   

 

To survive and prosper in any economy, we need to bring great talent to our clients. The 

MPC or impact player call is still the most effective way to market.  If you have five 

great conversations a day with hiring managers about true ―A‖ players, you can keep 

your professional equilibrium throughout any economic fluctuations.  

 

Adopt and Keep a Great Attitude 

I’ve chosen to redefine the concept of recession. I believe it’s a time of mainstream media 

overreaction. The press takes some discouraging economic news and harps on it until the 

country grows discouraged. We stop spending and start saving, and we adopt a siege 

mentality. That leads to more bad news when the media reports we’ve stopped 

spending… I call it the media maelstrom and I choose not to let it rule my life or my 

career.   

 

Always keep things in perspective: we live in the greatest country in the world.  We are 

free. We can choose our own destinies. And as recruiters, we are given the opportunity to 

impact others’ lives and the performance of companies overnight.  We don’t have to dig 

ditches. We can earn more than doctors and lawyers if we get good at this thing called 

recruiting.  

 

If you know the facts, focus on the right markets, spend more time marketing, educate 

your customers, bring the best talent to the table, and keep a great attitude – you will not 

be part of any recession. Guaranteed!! 

 

  

http://www.talentwinsonline.com/

