
Navigating 
the volume 
hiring storm
How to tackle today’s 
talent shortage and be 
ready for what’s next



The volume hiring storm: 
opportunity & threat

‘Unprecedented’ may be the most overused word in recent times. 
But there is no better term for the present situation. Just a year 
ago, huge numbers of hourly workers were actively looking for 
their next job. Fast forward to today, and the funnels of capable 
talent are empty. 

Effectively, the competition for volume talent is 
being played out on a new and unfamiliar landscape. 
Or perhaps that should that be a seascape? The 
ocean’s rolling waves and shifting currents seem a 
better analogy than solid ground beneath our feet. 

It feels like a storm has blown in, and recruiters 
have lost their bearings miles from land. No-one has 
found a clear way to navigate the maelstrom and 
meet the pressing needs of hiring managers. 

There is a route out, however, for employers ready 
to re-think the problem. The key is to look beyond 
talent attraction, towards attrition, retention, 
engagement, and culture. By embedding best 
practice throughout the employee lifecycle, your 
organization can pass through the storm faster.

While the short-term hiring crisis may be the 
spur for you to reshape the lifecycle, the impact 
will be long term. You can establish yourself as a 
destination for talent. Moreover, such enhancements 
will result in higher engagement and productivity 
from your volume teams. 

The storm is a threat, therefore, but also an 
opportunity. You can make changes that deliver 
higher future performance and impact directly 
on the bottom line.

UK worker 
shortages could 
cancel Christmas.” 

CNN,  
Aug 26 2021

US job openings 
at series high of 
10.9 million on 
last day of July.” 
US Dept. of Labor,  
Sep 8 2021
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But what’s 
on the horizon?

Once you emerge from the 
storm, what’s waiting on the 
horizon? What’s next for 
Talent Acquisition?

Factors like inflation, economic policy, 
geopolitics, and virus variants may create the 
conditions for clouds to re-gather. The only 
certainty is that future hiring challenges will be 
different from today’s situation.

You can’t forecast exactly what lies in store. But 
you can be prepared for different eventualities. 
Now is the time to build greater agility into your 
hiring processes. 

By planning strategically, you can become 
nimble in the face of uncertainty. You will be 
equipped to move faster and smarter than your 
competitors. You will be ready to outmaneuver 
the next storm.

Let’s start by looking at what’s really happening 
in the volume hiring market, before exploring 
practical, positive steps that will deliver short 
and long-term gain.

The hiring situation
July 2021 saw the highest ever share of US 
employers with unfilled positions. 

Source: National Federation of Independent Business 
survey August 2021.

In the US, the number of people voluntarily 
leaving their jobs rose by 164,000 to 
942,000 in June 2021. 

Source: BTIG survey, July 2021.

164,000

UK job vacancies in manufacturing are 30% 
above their pre-pandemic peak. 

Source: Office for National Statistics, “UK job 
vacancies (thousands)—manufacturing,” July 15, 2021.

30%

US job openings in manufacturing have more 
than doubled from pre-pandemic levels. 

Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics,  
“Job openings: Manufacturing," July 7, 2021.

x2

Staff shortages of roughly 14% were affecting 
UK meatpacking plants in August 2021. 

Source: British Meat Processors Association. 

14%

Job ads in Australia were up by 91.6% in 
June 2021 when compared to June 2020 
(year on year), but applications per job are 
close to the lowest they’ve been since 2012. 

Source: SEEK June 2021.

91.6%
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What’s really 
going on with 
volume hiring?

Over Summer 2021, the talent 
shortage has disrupted business 
continuity and customer service 
levels. Growth is being constrained 
in many industries. Even if this 
challenge hasn’t hit your market 
or territory yet, the chances are 
it’s coming.

The instinctive reaction of employers has been 
to invest in candidates incentivization (inflated 
wages and sign-on bonuses) and on recruitment 
advertising (which is not delivering the desired 
ROI). Staffing up recruiter teams is also proving 
to be a false economy, especially as the talent 
shortage is affecting recruiter hiring too. 

Candidate attraction is the most visible, 
obvious part of the challenge. But a great 
way to understand the full situation is by 
first understanding your candidates. 
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Across the globe, recruiters are telling a similar 
story about volume candidates. A higher 
proportion are withdrawing from the hiring 
process, even after accepting. New joiners are 
not turning up on day one or are quitting before 
completing the onboarding and training period. 
Loyal, tenured employees are resigning at 
unprecedented levels to take new opportunities.

In the current ‘sellers’ market’, candidates have 
personal needs which employers need to satisfy 
before they will join – and then stay. Your target 
audience want things to move at their pace. 
They want to be treated with respect, they 
want to be well-informed, and they want to feel 
valued. Above all, they want to feel good about 
the prospect of joining the organization. 

This’s why incentivizing talent with 
compensation is delivering disappointing ROI. 
You can’t underestimate the value of money, but 
it is simply not enough of a differentiator. Paid 
advertising and extra recruiters will bring more 
applicants in. But with diminishing returns. How 
many of those applicants will drop out? Or leave 
in their first three months or sooner? 

The realistic solution is a holistic effort to 
optimize the whole employee lifecycle. In the 
current volume talent shortage, you can turn 
bad to good by re-thinking the recruitment 
process, candidate care and onboarding, as well 
as harnessing talent attraction and your employer 
brand. From easy wins to fundamental change.

What candidates 
really think

The place I was working 
never made me feel welcome. 
So, I got my sister-in-law to 
hook me up with a job where 
she works. Same wage, but at 
least you feel like you matter.”

I’ve got bills to pay yesterday. I’m 
not waiting a month till I’m earning.”

You think I’m going to jump 
through all these hoops to get a 
job – do you know how easy it 
is to walk into one right now?”

I walked away halfway through the 
process. If that’s the way they treat 
candidates, that’s not a good sign 
for how they treat employees. I got 
a different job within days.”

I always look at the benefits as 
well as the wage. I’ll live with a few 
dollars less a week in my hand, if 
the benefits more than cover that.”

I’ve got a choice of three jobs. 
I’m joining the company that 
seems genuine in respecting 
people of color.”

We could do with the extra Euros 
again. But with the pandemic, 
home schooling and all this uncertainty, 
I just can’t go back to work yet.”
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Positive steps 

 Thwart attrition first
It costs a lot less to retain a good customer than to 
gain a new one. That mindset should be universally 
applied to employees too – as proven by multiple 
studies and data points. In addition to the cost of 
attrition (lost productivity, cost of recruiting, training 
etc.), the loss of knowledge and trust from a known, 
loyal employee is hard to put a financial value on.

Health & safety
Employee experience 
and value proposition

1.

The pandemic has changed the way employees 
and candidates think about workplace safety. 

58% of candidates will decline a job without 
clear COVID 19 protocols. 

Source: Jobvite Jobseeker Nation Survey 2021.

Many volume workers are older or in vulnerable 
groups. It’s understandable that safety is a higher 
concern than a paycheck. It’s essential to get 
protocols and process right. It’s also essential to 
communicate your actions to your employees 
and to the external market and candidates in 
the funnel. 

In addition, don’t just think about COVID-19. 
Employees and candidates are more conscious of 
health and safety in general, and mental health in 
particular. If you have a strong record on work-
life balance and employee-friendly policies, let 
the world know.

Who you were pre-COVID-19 is not who you are 
now. What made you an attractive place to work 
in 2019 probably changed in 2020. And again in 
2021. You may well have a different relationship 
with your employees, especially now you will be 
showing such overt care for their health and safety.

Review the employee experience in areas of high 
attrition. Listen to employees on the front line. 
There could be easy changes to the day-to-day 
working experience that make a difference. This 
is where productivity can change too. 

It’s a longer process to reshape a value 
proposition and embed it – but things can 
still be turned around fast. Engage high 
performers in helping to advocate and cultivate 
a desired employer value proposition (EVP) by 
engaging them as brand advocates. They can 
boost awareness in the market and within the 
organization about why it’s great to work there. 
This brings the authentic voice of the company to 
light. You have the added benefit of recognizing 
top performers and showing you value their 
opinion and experience.

External forces have created the talent shortage. 
But addressing the shortage should start from within. 
Ensuring new hires remain with your company requires 
strategies to help build and secure their loyalty. Making 
efforts to prevent undesired attrition is not just about 
retaining talent. Action on attrition will also boost 
productivity – this is where you can turn negative to 
positive and secure an even higher ROI.
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The quarantine and isolation practices that were 
imposed in response to the pandemic introduced 
many people to working remotely and managing 
heightened flexibility in their work schedules. 
Vaccine rollouts are driving the ‘return to work’, 
and while physically returning to the work location 
may be necessary, the desire to retain flexibility in 
ways of working is of paramount importance to 
many workers. 

In industries where remote working will still be 
possible, then home, hybrid and flexible work 
arrangements will all be attractive. For example, 
a recent global survey found 89% of workers prefer 
to work remotely for at least some days of the week. 

Source: Staffing Industry Analysts, “Global survey finds 
89% of workers favor remote work for at least part of week,” 
April 6, 2021.

In roles where an on-site or in the field presence 
is essential, employers need to consider several 
factors. How could working in new ways satisfy 
and motivate top volume talent? How could it offer 
more of the flexibility desired by parents or those 
with other caring responsibilities?

Creating a work structure that is flexible and 
prioritizes health and safety will empower workers 
to find their own personal balance. It will also 
create a more attractive EVP to entice new 
workers, while retaining valued incumbents.

Retention always improves if a workplace feels 
fairer and more inclusive. However, you may 
face the challenge that it doesn’t feel fair that 
frontline workers are going back, while managers 
are retaining greater flexibility. 

This’s why it’s important to be proactive. Even if 
things aren’t perfect, setting out a commitment 
and strategy to authentically improve inclusion 
sends out a positive message. This is a great time 
to highlight and celebrate the diversity you do 
have. If you have Employee Resource Groups, tap 
into their passion and networks. Then continue to 
build upon and communicate that message both 
internally and externally.

Wage inflation is always among the most feared 
consequences of talent shortages. In the hourly 
paid market, some workers will move for a few 
more cents an hour. Generating awareness about 
the value of total rewards can be critical to 
protecting your valued workers from resigning 
due to the allure of an incremental raise in wages. 

Know your competition. If your benefits and 
perks compare well to local competitors, then 
make more effort to communicate the ‘total 
value’ of reward packages to your employees. 
If they don’t, look at popular, but cost-effective 
perks you could add. If you have not reviewed 
your reward strategy, now is the time.

Flexibility /  
family-friendliness

Diversity, equity 
and inclusion

Pay and reward 

Retention schemes 

Performance 
management

Sign on bonuses have become commonplace in the 
non-exempt hiring realm. Some organizations are 
going so far as to pay potential hires for attending 
an interview. Retention bonuses are following 
suit. Employers are seeing results from offering 
incentives to new joiners staying in their position. 
Employee Referral Programs are an additional tool. 

Performance management is traditionally outside 
of Talent Acquisition’s remit, but retention is 
typically a metric that it can be held accountable for 
influencing. It is always valuable to engage Talent 
Acquisition in conversations about performance – 
and to explore trends in performance management 
and career growth advocacy as a retention and 
engagement tool. Workforce strategies such as 
re-skilling and re-targeting current employees can 
strengthen employee engagement, motivating them 
to perform but also fostering loyalty and trust. 
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A year ago, quality of hire was 
viewed as a higher priority than time 
to hire. It was a buyer’s market, which 
meant candidates were willing to 
go through multi-stage assessment 
processes. The pandemic has 
changed that. Candidate tolerance 
has declined. Conversion rates from 
applicant to hire are falling.

The solution is to review your hiring 
processes, then create a more 
candidate-centric experience. It will 
lead to positive outcomes all round.

 Rethink the 
hiring process

2.

You think I’m 
going to jump 
through all these 
hoops to get 
a job – do you 
know how easy 
it is to walk into 
one right now?”

Explore how you can simplify the employment 
application. Eliminate redundant steps and review 
your technology to help speed up the process. 
Ensure that your process is mobile-compatible. 
Increasingly, the high-volume candidate pool has 
less frequent access to traditional computers, 
but overwhelmingly possess and prefer to use 
their smartphone to complete their application 
or expression of interest in job opportunities.

Make it easier to apply
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The balance of quality-of-hire/time-to-hire has to shift. 
Make it easy for the candidate. Reduce the number of steps. 
Qualifiers are still needed, but where possible use short 
assessments later in the recruitment process. 

It’s also important to work hard to gain candidate buy-in. 
A candidate who is already engaged in working for your 
company will be more likely to complete these actions than 
one who yet to learn about you.

Remember that this is an opportunity for candidates to learn 
about themselves too. Ensure the time the candidate invests 
will be valuable for them, as it will help grow trust and 
respect whether they join you or not. 

Shorten the assessment process. 
Cut the complexity.

Hiring processes need to be easy for candidates, and for 
hiring managers too. It’s vital to gain their buy-in to new 
or revised methods, and to ensure they are up to speed 
with any changes. The sooner you can provide relevant 
training or e-learning to hiring managers, the faster they 
will have new hires on board. 

Train/up-skill hiring managers

Instant hiring was once the standard model of 
volume recruitment. You could apply in person 
by walking in with a resume, or by completing 
an on-the-spot application with nothing more 
than an ID. A single conversation could result 
in a same day job offer. Returning to the 
speed and immediacy of results from the 
“walk in” process is happening. Employers are 
facilitating virtual and physical Open Houses 
or Hiring Events, where candidates who 
participate can receive an offer before they 
depart from the event. Human Resources 
will need to adapt some processes, but the 
benefits of engaging talent faster surpass 
any internal administrative issues. 

Bring back  
‘hiring on the spot’

Mobile phone

Put mobile front and central at every 
step of the process. Text/SMS is preferred 
over email. Websites will be viewed on a 
smartphone, so optimize for them. 
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 Boost candidate 
care levels

I walked away  
halfway through 
the process. If that’s 
the way they treat 
candidates, that’s not 
a good sign for how 
they treat full-timers. 
I got a different job 
within days.”

High-touch candidate care is the norm in 
conventional “hard-to-fill” professions such 
as software engineering.

Based on the decrease in qualified labor, traditionally “high volume” 
non-exempt hiring has become the new hard-to-fill hiring challenge. 
The importance of getting it right is confirmed by a survey that found 
that 68% of candidates think the way a company treats them in the hiring 
process reflects how it treats its employees. 

Source: Career Builder.

In short, cultivating and nurturing candidates for all positions, 
not just traditionally complex to hire roles, is a high impact 
adaptation that needs to be made.

3.
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A change of mindset can make a massive 
difference. The day a candidate agrees to a job 
offer is when you should start treating them 
as a full employee. But even before then, you 
can elevate every candidate to the status of 
‘employees-elect’. The relationship starts from 
the first interaction. Treat applicants with the 
same care and attention you offer your team 
members. Recognize that they have choices 
to make and put the energy into identifying 
and satisfying their individual needs. This is 
particularly important in times of uncertainty. 
Candidates want a feeling of stability and 
security, however long their wait till the first day.

Elevate candidates 
to employees-elect

The more ‘real’ a job feels to the target audience, 
the more likely they are to apply. By viewing 
realistic job previews early in the hiring process, 
hourly workers can start picturing themselves 
in the role and the working environment. It’s an 
effective way to overcome concerns and barriers 
to application. 

Give a preview 
of your jobs

AI and chatbots provide a positive, cost-effective 
candidate experience and high touch solution. 
These technologies can supplement the 
interpersonal elements of the hiring process by 
creating a responsive, insightful point of access 
throughout the hiring consideration journey.

Use smart 
technology 

Continue the candidate care mentality 
into onboarding. Make a plan and itinerary. 
Make sure the new employee knows what 
to do and when.

Have a plan and 
communicate it

Try to find ways to give new hires a genuine 
taste of your company culture and values. 
Showcase your organization’s diversity 
throughout the process. Personal touches can 
continue to engage and reassure candidates 
that they have made the right decision to 
join your organization. Make sure participants 
feel included and personally recognized and 
valued at every stage of the process.

Start building 
the bond
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Although initial attraction is not the key 
factor in the volume challenge, it definitely 
matters. There are not enough candidates 
to go around in your current pool, so 
increasing the pool and casting a wider 
net are critical strategies to employ to 
win the war for talent.

Many employers exclude hourly worker roles 
from Employee Referral Programs (ERPs). This 
often made financial sense In the past; ERPs were 
unnecessary. If you include volume roles in ERPs, 
it shows that they are valued and respected. 
You can use them to turn your workforce into an 
associate recruiter army. Incentivize employees 
to refer people they know, including family. 

 Reach wider audiences. 
Reassure reluctant ones.

4.

Friends and family

Women have disproportionately withdrawn from 
the workforce during the pandemic, largely due 
to additional childcare responsibilities. According 
to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, it’s 
estimated that almost two million fewer women 
were working in June 2021 than before the 
pandemic. It’s no surprise that females have extra 
concerns about coming back, including wellbeing 
and fears of non-inclusive behavior from male 
customers or colleagues. 

The right mix of benefits, support and flexibility 
is what’s needed to bring them back. The 
cultural issue may or may not be an issue in your 
organization. But it’s important to find out – and 
address any issues if they exist.

Returners
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There might be plenty of capable, proven 
performers who could be attracted back after 
working for you in the past – especially if they 
are not totally happy where they are now. Even 
better, they may now have enhanced or new 
skills. Rather than deploying piecemeal efforts, 
it is worth developing an alumni strategy that 
turns your network of quality ex-employees into 
a talent community. 

Alumni 

A long-neglected talent pool. Many recent 
retirees have felt forced into early retirement 
by redundancy before or during the pandemic. 
Previously, they saw little prospect of future 
employment. The opportunity is now there 
for them. A significant proportion of younger 
retirees would welcome a job, a wage and further 
pension contributions. To return to work, they 
just need some encouragement and reassurance, 
often around health and safety, ageism concerns 
and the generation gap. 

Retirees

42% of candidates will decline an offer if 
diversity & diversity impact goals are lacking. 

Source: Jobvite Jobseeker Nation Survey 2021.

The points made in the Attrition section about 
equality and inclusion are equally pertinent here. 
Elevating diverse voices within your organization 
can have a powerful impact. Do you have Employee 
Resource Groups who can assist in reaching 
and engaging minority communities? Do you 
have employee role models prepared to act as 
ambassadors? There are many ways to harness 
the passion your people have for improving 
representation and opportunity at every level. 
If you communicate a genuine commitment 
to prioritize inclusion, people will be far more 
receptive to joining. 

Under-represented groups
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The employer brand impacts on 
every theme already covered. It 
should be infused into the employee 
experience, hiring process and 
candidate care. With candidates in 
such high-demand, volume workers 
are spending more time exploring 
the different options open to them. 

All the points made in the Attrition section above are 
relevant to the external audience. Who you are now is 
not the same as who you were before. Reviewing and 
reframing your EVP are vital steps.

For the external market, you then need to translate that 
EVP into engaging employer brand communications. 
It’s important to ensure your employer brand is visible 
– that the EVP is known, and that it feels authentic, 
transparent, and relevant to the audience. The objective 
is to give enough insight and inspiration to make them 
feel a connection to your organization above others.

86% of candidates say company 
culture is important in the offer 
decision up from 37% in 2019. 

Source: Jobvite Jobseeker Nation Survey 2021.

 Promote a 
positive employer 
brand and benefits

5.
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Social is the best platform for bringing the 
employer brand to life. Marketing is a crucial 
element of a successful recruiting initiative, 
so find ways to leverage social media to reach 
potential employees where they are. 

Be aware of your target audience. Invest in 
campaigns and outreach through platforms they 
are using in their day to day; the less effort they 
need to find you, the better. 

If you can incorporate your brand message and 
EVP into their preferred social channels, you are 
aligning to their comfort zone before they have 
even applied. Social is also a medium that is 
perfect for employee brand ambassadors. Their 
authentic, personalized messaging will resonate 
with prospective employees. It also reiterates 
your appreciation of those individuals, motivating 
them to stay with your firm for the long term.

Review content and messaging – is there 
enough balance in appealing to the volume 
market? Could you do more to attract traffic 
and make it a destination site? Share your 
brand, your EVP, and personify wherever 
possible. Include testimonials from current 
employees, highlight key benefits and create 
access. Most importantly, ensure that the career 
page doesn’t create unintentional obstacles 
for candidates who are exploring careers with 
your organization.

Are you going to market with relevant messages? 
Ensuring that your messaging appeals to 
candidate sensibilities and priorities is crucial 
to gaining their interest. They are making a 
selection as much as you are. Minor tweaks could 
make a difference to ensuring meaningful results. 

For many organizations, updating recruitment 
marketing is a significant undertaking. But 
it’s crucial to success in the war for talent, on 
traditional and social channels. The better you 
communicate the brand, the more impact you 
get from word-of-mouth as well. 

Update your 
careers website

Harness social media, 
brand ambassadors 
and advocacy

Review recruitment 
marketing messages 
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In the current storm, it’s hard to 
see far ahead. Tomorrow might 
not look like today. 

Inflation is seen as a potential brake on growth and 
consumption. Stimulus packages are coming to an 
end. New COVID-19 variants and extreme weather 
events add complexity to an already unpredictable 
global economy and hiring environment. 

Many organizations are too busy weathering the 
current situation to take the medium-term view, 
never mind the long-term one. Uncertainty has also 
created a reticence to act. Why move first when we 
still don’t know what the new “normal” will impose 
upon us? This is an understandable, but misguided, 
approach. As the old adage goes, fail to prepare 
and prepare to fail. Companies that look ahead with 
agile intent will have the competitive advantage. 

One thing is certain. The current volume situation 
is not going to be like this for ever – and it could 
change at any time. 

 Be ready for 
what’s next 

6.

What if the funnel suddenly fills quickly?  
How do you manage those candidates and keep them warm? 

The questions to ask in Talent Acquisition 
are around agility. Is your recruitment 
function structured to adapt swiftly? Can it 
scale up and down? Is there flexibility built 
into a suite of best practice methodologies? 

To be ready for an unknown future, now is 
the time to review your set-up, then design 
the necessary agility into every aspect 
of Talent Acquisition. The fundamentals 
of your approach don’t have to change. 
The principles can remain the same. 
But there should be freedom for the 
parameters to shift, with the prevailing 
winds in the market.

On the strategy side, planning for various 
eventualities and possibilities will bring 
further agility and capability to Talent 
Acquisition. Do you have access to 
sufficient market and knowledge and 
insight? Do you have experts focused on 
scanning the horizon and anticipating both 
the threats and the opportunities ahead?

Building a powerful combination of agility 
and anticipation into Talent Acquisition will 
equip you to navigate future hiring storms. 
Competitors lacking these strengths will be 
caught up once again.
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Start planning 
your route today

Time is of the essence. 
Agile-thinking employers 
are changing course 
to address the volume 
talent shortage. Your 
organization can still jump 
ahead of its competitors 
if you act now on attrition 
and the whole lifecycle.

To help clients address volume talent 
shortages, Korn Ferry brings together 
specialists in Talent Acquisition, 
Organizational Culture, DE&I, Brand and 
Marketing. To explore your organization’s 
route forward, contact us today.

Vaccinations
As vaccines become increasingly available to the 
global working population, employers are having 
to make difficult decisions around compulsory 
vaccination. The uptake of vaccines varies widely 
by location and the worldview of employees.

In the US, a national vaccine mandate is being 
debated at the time of writing. Businesses like 
Goldman Sachs have already made the jab 
mandatory for their whole workforce. But not all 
organizations will view this approach as workable, 
or in tune with their values. Some employers have 
seen success in increasing vaccination rates by 
offering financial incentives. This is an option, but 
only works up to a certain point, depending on 
many factors around location and employee views. 

Short of mandating vaccinations for employees, 
many companies are choosing to incentivize 
employees through perks or a cash payment. In 
addition to using incentives, some employers 
are putting justifiable, if onerous, obligations on 
employees choosing not get vaccinated. Delta 
Airlines, for example, is insisting on mask wearing 
and regular COVID tests for the unvaccinated. 
In addition, health insurance costs are rising for 
unvaccinated workers. 

There is no single best answer for your 
organization on vaccines. But now that employee 
uptake programs are in action, you can compare 
and assess the options that will suit you best.
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