Future-proof your recruitment pipeline

Recently released figures from the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) reflect the buoyant job market in Singapore. Wages were up 5% year-on-year in the first quarter of 2007 and are expected to rise further during the course of the year. The majority of employers expect to continue hiring into 3Q 2007.

The PMET (professionals, managers, engineers & technicians) segment, in particular, continues to tighten with over 15,000 job vacancies in Singapore by the end of March.  The global shortage of talent also impacted the local scene with Indian & Chinese companies starting to recruit actively in Singapore. A recent NUS MBA recruitment fair, for example, saw strong representation from Indian powerhouses such as TATA Consulting, HCL Technologies, Wipro and Satyam.

Rather worryingly for employers, just as wage pressures are rising, productivity has declined and the global economic outlook remains rather uncertain.  Many companies are thus looking into other methods of recruiting and retaining professional talent beyond simply raising salaries.

One key area is for companies to critically examine their formal recruitment process.  Subtle changes in this process can have a big impact on the quality and success rates of their recruitment efforts.  Many organizations outsource all or part of their senior level recruitment activity. The more enlightened companies, however, are moving away from short-term contingent relationships with their recruitment partners towards more longer-term strategic partnership models.

Developing a strategic recruitment platform would involve creating a coherent marketing message and effective industry buzz in order to ensure a healthy pipeline of top-caliber talent.  It would also involve deploying robust and proven candidate identification, selection, interviewing and reference-checking techniques to ensure that only the best candidates are matched to the right opportunities.

With managerial positions taking longer to get filled, many companies have also resorted to employing contract workers.  Such contract positions encompass all industry sectors and has, significantly, spread to fairly senior positions.  This allows employers more flexibility in their hiring commitments in the current volatile economic climate.  It also provides a better opportunity to evaluate employee fit before committing to a more permanent arrangement.

The MOM reports that 12 percent of the total resident workforce in Singapore was engaged in short term contracts – half of these were of at least a year’s duration and the vast majority involved higher skilled professionals, managers and executives. 

Employers are also starting to review their incentive & benefits programs. Perks such as gym memberships, vehicle allowances and enhanced medical coverage have long been common among executive circles.  Some companies are becoming more innovative with their benefits to attract a more picky talent pool.  

Examples of innovative benefits include paid vacations, sponsored self-improvement courses and well-stocked in-house pantries.  Other employers are even trying to address employees’ desire for better work-life balance by adopting a more progressive and flexible approach to time off and leveraging infocomm technologies to minimize travel and commuting time.

The tightening talent pool has also makes it necessary for employers to creatively target non-traditional sources for recruits.  One such important source is the pool of older workers.  With one of the fastest aging populations in Asia, this is set to become an important issue for Singapore.  With over 30% of the population set to be older than 65 by 2025, the Singapore government has started to introduce legislation and resources to help seniors remain active in the workforce beyond the current retirement age of 62.

Improvements in healthcare and standards of living have allowed people to remain physically and mentally healthier than before. Companies have begun to realize that knowledge workers, like good wine, take time to mature to their peak and generally improve with age. In fact, many employers in developed countries are now actively looking to recruit older workers, leading to a sharp rise in the employment rates among senior demographic segments.

The situation for older workers in Singapore is not quite as rosy presently as many companies still appear keen to push elders out in favour of younger workers in the name of staying competitive.  However, research in the fields of personality and ability testing indicate that such companies are probably doing themselves more harm than good.

Anecdotal evidence suggest that companies that undertake objective job requirements analysis and take the effort to become more senior-friendly stand to gain a significant advantage in the knowledge economy.  In an era with a rapidly aging population, these companies are far more likely to remain successful in the longer term.

