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Introduction Despite the Brexit uncertainty in 2017/18, the UK recruitment 
industry grew by 11% to £35.7B.

According to the Recruitment and Employment Confederation’s 2018-2019 annual 
report on industry trends, the turnover in UK recruitment reached £38.9B of which 
only £5.5B was generated through permanent work, and the rest was achieved 
through temporary/contract work. (Recruitment Industry Trends).

The recruitment field needs to look ahead and find ways to overcome the numerous 
ongoing challenges in growth due to technological advancements and increased 
market demands.
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I.
The Recruitment 
Industry Today
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Every year the recruitment industry contributes £35.1B to the British economy, according 
to the Recruitment and Employment Confederation (REC).
There were 39,232 UK registered recruitment agencies until May 2018.

8,456 more recruitment businesses were registered in 2019.

Every month throughout 2019, new businesses registrations were fairly consistent, but the highest number (999) 
was observed in March. 

Even though the majority of business registrations came from the South East and Greater London areas, the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS) recorded the largest estimated increase in UK jobs at 43,000 in the North East, whereas 
London experienced a steep decline at 35,000.

There are 825 recruitment companies where each has an annual turnover that exceeds £5M, according to TALiNT 
International’s report on the Top UK Recruiters for 2018/2019.

Temporary employment activities accounted for 76.1% of value added to the country’s economy by the recruitment 
industry.

Over 2,000 global recruitment professionals participated in Bullhorn’s 2020 Global Recruitment Insights and Data 
(GRID), of which 46% believe that talent shortages have increased significantly compared to 2015.

Tackle challenges by embracing diversity, implementing the appropriate technology and maintaining resilience for 
possible political and economic changes. (Bullhorn Report 2020)

75%
UK recruiters consider skills 
shortages the biggest hiring 

challenge in 2020.7 Top 5 Recruitment Sectors for Growth in 2019 

ICT Energy 
Oil and Gas

Engineering Healthcare Construction
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Statistics On Future Challenges

There are a number of challenges that tend to disrupt the labour market and society.

People realise the effectiveness 
of diversity in organisations. 

Organisations that have fully 
adopted recruitment technology 
despite its abundant availability.

Employers believe that digital 
transformations facilitate 
businesses.

Firms that fail to leverage the 
power of process automation 
risk falling behind the 
competition.

Diversity Technology

68% 12% 85% 88%
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Political & Economic Changes 

Nearly three quarters (73 per cent) cited economic uncertainty as their top macroeconomic challenge for the year, 
and more than half (52 per cent) expect a recession in the next 12 months, a significant increase from under a third 
(30 per cent) in 2019.

52%
Businesses expect a recession in 

the next 12 months.

73%
Employers state that this year’s 

leading macroeconomic challenge 
is economic uncertainty.
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Recruitment Challenges in the reality of Coronavirus Pandemic 

The recruitment sector, along with the entire global economy, has been affected by COVID-19. According to REC’s Jobs Outlook survey, 
employers’ confidence in the economy declined by 22% between February and March. The survey also revealed a 15% increase in 
demand for short-term temporary workers. However, temporary staff in hospitality, leisure and retail ceased working overnight.

UK Institute of Fiscal Studies 2020 

In many sectors, a sharp decline in the demand for labour has occurred due to the country’s public health response to the pandemic. 
Businesses in hospitality, leisure and non-essential retail were ordered to close down, and flights were grounded due to travel 
restrictions. Prior to this global crisis, more than 5M workers were employed in these fields and, in the upcoming months, most of 
them will lose their jobs.

Simultaneously, recruitment drives are underway to deal with significant labour shortages in the NHS, warehouses, supermarkets and 
delivery services. Shortages may expand into other, more critical, sectors like water or energy as the virus spreads even further. 

COVID-19 triggered a highly unusual economic shock, which caused a global recession and radically changed standard economic 
activities in a matter of days. Once this situation subsides, even though most workers are hired for temporary positions, businesses 
must bounce back seamlessly.
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II.
Skills Shortages 
vs Economic 
Growth
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UK Skills Shortages vs Demand by Region & Sector

In the UK, more than 32M people are employed. See below which regions, compared with the overall national 
demand, require more or less skills.

Skills Demand by Region

London Wales West 
Midlands

Yorkshire and 
the Humber

South 
East

South 
West

East 
Midlands

North 
East

Scotland Northern 
Ireland

30.60%

-1.15%

11.70% 10.76% 3.77% 2.32%

-2.33% -2.07% -7.14% -8.34%
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UK Job Demand
Breakdown for 2020

Financial Sector 
(Management, Consultants, Actuaries, 
Economists and Statisticians)

Job Demand 
Percentage

Top 3 Bottom

Directors & CEOs

Secondary Teaching 

Software Jobs 

Graphic Designers 

Chefs/Cooks 

Nurses 

Social Workers 

Mechanical Engineers 

Welding 

Below AverageAbove Average

1 2 3

South West

92.37%
London

55.10% 

South East 

19.81% 
Scotland

12.19% 

London

53.10% 

London

48.00%  

London

38.50% 

North West 

48.51%  

North West 

96.50%   

North West 

24.10%   

North West 

29.58%  

London

44.50%   

South West 

132.39%  

North West 
50.33%  

South West 
39.37%  

North West  
17.42%   

London  
24.80%    

Wales  
84.05%     

London  
15.70%    

London  
28.90%    

North West  
2.24%   

Yorkshire & the 
Humber  

100.29%   

South East 

1.52%  

South East 

17.41%   

South West  

7.35%    

Wales  

10.85%    

West Midlands   

82.88%     

West Midlands   

2.66%     

Wales  

1.53%     

South West  

8.74%    

London 

50.10%   

North East & Cumbria 
15.52%  

Scotland
13.95%   

East
13.95%   

Northern Ireland 
25.24%    

Scotland 
39.48%     

East
28.55%     

East
19.55%    

North East & Cumbria 
22.86%    

Scotland
37.33%   

£
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UK employers strive to find the right talent due to skills shortages 

The largest independent survey of the UK’s labour market conditions is conducted through the British Chambers 
of Commerce (BCC), the Quarterly Recruitment Outlook and Totaljobs. The survey gathered 6,200 responses from 
national businesses, 93% of which were SMEs with less than 250 employees.

Towards the end of last year, almost 75% of businesses reported difficulties in recruiting new talent due to skills 
shortages, causing an impact on economic growth. Yet, one in four firms were determined to hire more staff by 
March 2020. 

According to the BCC’s Quarterly Recruitment Outlook Report for Q4 2019, over half of the firms tried sourcing the 
right talent, 72% of which experienced quite a challenge in doing so, despite the country’s steady labour market. 

The struggle to recruit staff was quite obvious in the construction (79%), which rose 17% from the previous 
quarter, and hospitality (77%) sectors. 

The findings from this report distinctly emphasise the need to focus on critical skills shortages. 

The Open University Business Barometer 2019 

Organisations continue to experience great difficulties in sourcing talent with the appropriate skills, specifically 
managerial (35%), leadership (32%) and ICT (34%).

In the next year, 62% of employers predict that they will have a very hard time seeking talent with the right skills, 
and 47% presume that this situation will strain their organisations financially. 

Youth Voice Census Report 2019 

Young adults are given the opportunity to seek work through apprenticeships, which are increasingly being 
presented. In 2018, 58% of students reported having discussions on this option as opposed to 83% in 2019. 
Numerous discussions with students on apprenticeships have been held in the universities (51%) rather than 
anywhere else (27%).

68%
In 2018, UK employers have found 

hiring skilled workers quite 
challenging.

70%
Of employers firmly believe that 

a more practical approach to 
retaining talent is by enhancing the 

existing workforce’s skills.
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UK Visa Bureau’s shortage occupations list  

 • Professional engineering roles

 • Healthcare roles, especially experienced doctors

 • Social workers for children and families

 •  Various roles in visual effects and 2D/3D computer animation for 
film, television or video games

 •  Top-level ballet dancers, contemporary dancers and orchestral 
musicians

 •  Secondary school teachers specialising in maths, physics or 
chemistry

 • Various roles relating to physics and geology

 •  Several senior-level roles in nuclear decommissioning and waste 
management

 • Several roles relating to electricity transmission and distribution

 • Actuarial roles in various industries

 • Experienced high integrity pipe welders

 • Several types of experienced chefs

McKinsey & Company Global Institute 2019

The UK workforce will undergo intense structural transformations due to 
automation. The implementation of new technologies such as the Internet of 
Things (IoT) and artificial intelligence (AI) will have a greater impact through 
other trends like the ageing population. 

By 2030, the demand for manual and administrative roles may experience 
a steep decline, whereas the demand for health professionals, technology 
specialists and mangers may escalate to 20%.

The Occupational Talent Shortage Index reveals that automation will not 
reduce talent shortages for many roles in various sectors, which include 
healthcare, professional services and ICT.

After examining the effects of automation on the nation’s workforce, the 
McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) reveals that by 2030, around 30% of workers 
(up to 10M people) may be required to transition between levels or even 
occupations because they lack skills in communication, decision making and 
leadership. Moreover, 75% of the UK workforce may even lack basic digital 
skills.

In general, technology tends to increase the demand for services offered by 
highly-skilled professionals, such as doctors that treat their patients more 
effectively and efficiently. Whereas low-skilled workers’ tasks can be easily 
replaced by machines.

Three approaches for businesses to overcome 
staff shortages

1. Upskill existing employees

Building new skills among your staff while streamlining tasks through 
automated systems will certainly cost less than firing and hiring. This will also 
increase employee engagement, loyalty and profitability.

2. Source talent from external partners

Employers can “lease” talented employees with specialised skills through 
outsourcing partnerships or the gig economy where freelance, independent 
and contract workers can be found on digital platforms.

3. Apprenticeships

These training courses provide the best hands-on experience for the STEM 
(science, technology, engineering, and maths) workforce, especially in 
construction and other technical sectors. Shortages of these skills cost the 
UK economy £1.5B, according to a report from the Institution of Mechanical 
Engineers in 2018.
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III.
National 
Strategies
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Percentage of National GDP 
Invested in R&D 

1.706% 
UK

3.133% 
Germany

2.200% 
France

2.826% 
USA

0.990% 
Russia

1.563% 
Canada

1.392% 
Italy

3.264%
Japan

Gross Domestic Spending on R&D

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) had reported in 2018 a comprehensive 
agreement across the political spectrum to increase investments in research and development (R&D).

By 2027, the UK government is determined to invest 2.4% of its GDP in R&D and, eventually, increasing the 
overall investment to 3% as a long-term goal. 

The UK’s Industrial Strategy aims to improve the nation’s health and wealth by developing a dynamic work 
environment that encourages innovation through research in public services, businesses and universities. This 
will be achieved by attracting global investments and offering incentives to companies for transferring their 
R&D here.

According to Gov.UK 2019

Innovate UK has created a delivery plan for 2019-2020, together with UK Research and Innovation’s (UKRI) 
Councils, which emphasises five strategic goals:

 •  Incentivising R&D investments to facilitate innovations and build a well-organised, supportive 
environment

 •  Identifying emerging industries and supporting them while increasing their growth through innovation

 •  Supporting entrepreneurs / investing in innovative businesses with a dynamic potential for growth

 •  Maximising the commercial impact of world-class knowledge developed in UK industries and its 
research base

 •  Creating a measurable social and economic impact across the UK

New investment-focused methods will be applied throughout 2020 to support the public sector, universities 
and businesses financially. This actually covers 75% of all UK research and development.
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England Skills Strategy 2019 OECD

England is considered a strong performer, through OECD’s Skills Strategy 
Dashboard, in the development and usage of people skills. The 15-year-olds 
that participated in the Programme for International Student Assessment were 
around the OECD average in maths but above average in reading and science. 
The country is distinguished for its employment rates, which are above the 
OECD average, because of the learning culture that encourages skills activation 
in workforces. Even though this is a great achievement, there is plenty of room 
for improvement. There are plenty of young adults who are university educated 
yet have low basic skills. Actually, over 25% of working-age adults have low 
levels of numeracy and literacy skills.

Labour productivity is fairly low in South East England and outside the Greater 
London area. Therefore, the key to tackle this challenge was to upskill low-
skilled workers in order to effectively increase productivity and growth. New 
methods are currently being developed to retrain and upskill workers in low- 
paid industries at their workplace. 

These methods include:
National Retraining Schemes: supporting adults whose jobs may become 
automated and would like to be retrained to find a better position in new growth 
sectors

Flexible Learning Funds: aiming to make learning more appealing while 
providing easy access for adults. 

Adult Apprenticeship Programmes: hands-on training funded through an 
employer levy.

The country’s innovative strategic vision is to enhance everyone’s skills in order 
to tackle challenges and seize opportunities in a complex and rapidly changing 
world.

The UK manages to meet 
the labour market’s 
needs thanks to its skilled 
workforce, but there are 
shortages in specific 
areas like basic skills and 
complex problem-solving 
as the OECD Skills for 
Jobs reveals. 
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Delivery Plans across UKRI

The UKRI published a Strategic Prospectus in May 2018 refers to government spending on research 
and innovation, targeting 2.4% of the GDP by 2027 and 3% thereafter. The strategy focuses on the 
foundations of productivity and the actions that will be taken for each one.

Foundations of productivity 
•  Business environment: delivering a social, cultural and economic impact by:

 o  Supporting all business sectors in developing innovative ideas

 o Transforming research findings into business opportunities

 o  Creating strategic partnerships with various businesses, charities, stakeholders and the 
government

• Places: encouraging growth across the UK by:

 o  Contributing to research and innovation while benefitting from government funding

 o  Acknowledging the benefits from research and innovation for each region

• Ideas: broadening horizons by:

 o Exceeding the limits of research

 o Understanding today’s greatest socio-cultural challenges 

 o  Pursuing innovative technologies and examining their social and global impact 

•  People: enhancing the corporate culture and employee skills for innovation to thrive by:

 o Focusing on talent attraction, development and retention

 o Inspiring and involving the public in R&D

 o Fostering a credible research and innovation culture

2.4%

Business 
Enviroment

Place People

IdeasInfrastructure

International
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•  Infrastructure: enabling access to and capitalising on world-leading research by:

 o  Providing a framework for new project development (from the concept to design and implementation) 
through an infrastructure roadmap, which facilitates future investment decisions

 o  Detecting cross-sectoral commonalities across the research and innovation landscape 

 o  Offering a vision to add value to government investment in national and international infrastructure

•  International: tackling global challenges and building international partnerships by:

 o  Strengthening and expanding international relationships and collaborations

 o  Supporting ground-breaking innovations and research for global issues 

Industrial Strategy Challenge Fund (ISCF)

Competitiveness and productivity are primarily achieved through innovations and technological developments, 
creating prosperous opportunities for all industry sectors throughout the UK. Partnering with industries will 
leverage private investments, securing the 2.4% target while increasing:

 • Engagement between industries and academia on targeted innovation activities

 • Multi- and interdisciplinary research

 • Collaborations among startups, SMEs and well-established companies

 • UK business investments to improve R&D capabilities, capacities and technologies

 • Foreign investments in the UK in R&D
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IV.
New Agency 
Tools 
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Recruitment Process Outsourcing (RPO) in the UK

Over the last 20 years, Recruitment Process Outsourcing (RPO) practices have been quite successful because 
companies have managed to satisfy their recruitment needs while reducing their costs effectively and efficiently.

This business model has evolved significantly since its establishment in the US in the 1990s. It involves 
transferring all or some recruitment activities (finding, selecting, evaluating) to a firm that will use its own 
methodologies, tools and technologies towards total workforce management of permanent and temporary 
staff through on-site or off-shore delivery.

Rationale for outsourcing 
The benefits of RPO include:

 • Compliance

 • Agility to manage peaks and troughs effectively

 • Efficiencies in processes and costs

 • Specialised tools and resources for targeted talent sourcing

 • A dedicated team that stays abreast of the latest technology

Percentage of National GDP 
Invested in R&D 

88% 
Sourcing

74% 
Screening

48% 
Interviewing

41% 
Assess candidates vs best in class profiles

21% 
Advertisement creation and placement

18% 
Talent pools/communities

17% 
Offer management

14% 
Metrics for reporting and decision-making

13% 
Employer branding

12% 
Requisition management

11% 
Flexibility and scalability

8% 
Recruitment technology consulting

7% 
Talent aquisition strategy consulting

4% 
Internal mobility
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Three Generations of Outsourcing Contracts

First-generation agreements deal with cutting the costs of recruitment agency commissions and 
internal HR headcount while sourcing candidates directly.
Second generation agreements emphasise more on improving the qualities of candidates and new 
technologies rather than the time to hire and costs.
Third generation agreements involve expanding the RPO model to other service lines and locations 
from gaining the trust of their respective clients.

Bringing back in-house processes can be challenging once a company has outsourced, especially after a third-generation 
agreement, because the service level agreements (SLAs) get amended and customised according to client needs across 
various countries. Moreover, companies would be required to invest in in-house infrastructures and resources.

The differences in RPO in the UK vs the US
Although RPOs are more widespread in the US, the UK prevails in offering a broader range of services, which include 
technology consultations, employer branding, talent acquisition strategies and other value-added services. 

Another difference between the two markets is that some businesses in the US that had turned to outsourcing brought back 
some of their services in-house, whereas it is more likely for UK companies to receive wide-ranging talent solutions that 
encompass temporary recruitment and other RPO elements.   
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UK Recruitment Trends for 2020

1. Flexibility

In today’s competitive market, offering a better work-life balance is the most preferable incentive for employee loyalty. Firms 
that facilitate remote work or flexible hours gain a competitive edge over others while attracting talented candidates. 

The International Workplace Group conducted a survey in 2019, where 8 in 10 respondents would select a job offer with 
flexibility, which is key for employers that want to stand out from the competition. 

2. Collaborative recruiting

This type of hiring involves company departments working together with HR for talent sourcing, which could be employee 
referral programmes where employees receive incentives for suggesting people they know to fill vacancies. 

Quality hires may be found easier through connections instead of job boards. This has a positive effect on your hiring strategy 
and reduces turnover rates. 

3. Social recruiting

Optimising the potential of a company’s social media channels goes beyond posting job ads. Today, businesses are proactive 
and use networks like LinkedIn to find talented candidates, establish relationships with them and encourage them to join 
their organisation by applying for a position. 

These platforms can also be used to arouse the interests of passive candidates who are currently employed, yet are open to 
opportunities.

4. Employer branding

The combination of an appealing value proposition and employer branding will be top priority throughout all business sectors 
this year. Before applying for any position, job seekers have a tendency to explore company backgrounds, corporate values 
and reviews from former and current staff members to shortlist their search.

Therefore, firms must make an effort to enhance their reputation and attract talent in today’s candidate-driven world.  
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Passive vs Active Candidates

Hiring needs
Talent acquisition depends on the role, time of year and how difficult a position may be.

Active candidates, which are usually recent graduates or professionals, usually seek full-time work in entry-level positions 
through online job ads.

If organisations are looking to fill more specialised or executive vacancies, they need to be proactive and target passive 
candidates directly.

Targeting passive candidates
Pros          Cons

There are many advantages to 

pursuing passive candidates. 

These individuals are dependable 

and skilled professionals that may 

currently work for rival companies. 

They probably won’t need any 

training, they effectively get the 

job done, and they share their 

contacts and industry insights. 

The downside is that 

employers may need to offer 

higher wages because passive 

candidates have more bargaining 

power in salary negotiations. So, 

they will either straightforwardly 

turn down job opportunities 

or be very demanding to give 

in because they are already 

employed, and even more so if 

they love what they do.
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Targeting active candidates

Pros          Cons

First of all, there is a large 

talent pool to choose the best 

candidates from,  and chances are, 

these candidates will accept the 

job offers exactly as they’ve been 

advertised. If they reveal their 

admiration for certain industries 

or organisations, wage costs 

will be more controlled since 

the negotiating power is in the 

employers’ hands rather than 

the candidates’.  

In some cases, employer 

 want to fill in positions 

immediately and going through 

so many applications, shortlisting 

candidates and conducting 

interviews can be frustrating 

and time-consuming, even more 

so when many candidates are 

underqualified.
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Should you target passive or active candidates?

When it comes down to what type of candidates employers should target, there is no definite answer. It actually depends on 
company needs.

Recruiting in a Candidate-Driven Market

Use videos

Capture candidates’ attention through inspirational recruitment videos, no more than two minutes long, which are much 
more engaging than written content. Companies encourage candidates to explore their unique company culture, mission 
and values by revealing the impact it has on employees’ lives either by providing a tour of the premises, sharing unforgettable 
fun-filled experiences and career growth opportunities supported by employee testimonials.

Use various means of communication

To communicate effectively with applicants, it is vital to collect all means, considering alternative methods in case any 
difficulties arise. The first contact is usually done over the phone but find out how applicants would like to be contacted (via 
email, text messaging, social media channels, etc.), especially when they need to be called in for an interview.

Provide as much information as possible

Candidates should get a great experience; therefore, they have to be well-informed on the hiring process, job responsibilities, 
benefits and salary before getting hired.

After getting the position, new staff members need to get integrated into the company culture while receiving information 
on their workspace, facilities, equipment/supplies, policies, protocols, processes, dress codes, etc.
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Seek alternative application methods

Unfortunately, online applications are not the best choice. They are so complicated and time-consuming that 60% of 
candidates complete them halfway and then give up, according to CareerBuilder.

A preferable and more targeted approach would be to test the applicants’ skills according to the specific job requirements 
and contact the candidates with the best results for interviews.

Shorten timescales

The timeframe for advertising, interviewing and making an offer to applicants should take no more than one month because 
competitors work fast in securing the best candidates. 

Be decisive

Benchmarking a preferred candidate will prolong the recruitment process. So, if a candidate seems like a great fit for the 
role, don’t hesitate any longer.

Beyond salary

The primary decisive factor in accepting a position is not the salary; it’s actually benefits which include flexible hours, unique 
company culture and a work-life balance.

YOU’RE being interviewed

Impress your applicants as to why they should choose your company.

Give feedback

Candidates appreciate any kind of feedback, especially those who do not get hired. So, be courteous and respond politely or 
give a piece of advice through social media channels, which are more popular than ever today.
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