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Welcome to the latest edition of the APSCo UK Recruitment 
Index, produced in conjunction with Saffery Champness. 
In the last, special edition of the UK Recruitment Index, 
the focus was very much on the pandemic and its impact 
on operational, organisational and financial resilience for 
the staffing sector as recruitment businesses faced hiring 
freezes and managing furloughed teams. Now, however, the 
challenges have been turned upside-down.

The market is over-saturated with vacancies which would usually be music to the ears of 
recruiters. But with skills shortages, the continued impact of Brexit and the long-lasting 
effect of IR35 still hanging over our heads, the recruitment market is struggling to meet 
demand. Concerns around the number of available candidates aren’t just limited to client 
placements. Recruitment itself is facing a brain drain of resources, with staffing businesses 
indicating that retaining high performing consultants is tough at the moment.

It is concerning to see that so many recruitment businesses do not feel their off-payroll 
processes are significantly robust so many months after the rollout of IR35 and we would 
certainly hope that those who fall into this category rectify this swiftly. 

But while it’s certainly a difficult economy, it’s not a doom and gloom scenario. Organisational 
resilience is looking more promising than last year and firms appear to feel more financially 
stable at the moment. We are seeing larger firms invest in technology to help battle through 
the sheer demand from employers – a move that smaller staffing companies can certainly 
benefit from. The move into international markets is also continuing to pick up pace as more 
firms look to expand their remit in a post-Covid world.

 

While we might not yet be out of the woods, as you’ll see in the data below, there are 
signs of real positivity and growth opportunities for the staffing sector that have the 
potential to translate into significant financial returns. However, it is important that staffing 
companies prepare for the market ‘settling down’. The hiring spike we’re experiencing is being 
significantly influenced by the events of the last 20 months, but this will come to an end at 
some point. It’s likely that we won’t see the longer-term impact on the economy and inflation 
until the second half of 2022 and it’s crucial that recruiters plan for a hiring ‘slow-down’ next 
year. 

We would like to thank all of the companies that took part in this latest research – your 
collaboration is hugely valuable in informing the current state of the staffing sector and 
where the greatest opportunities lie. We hope that the UK Recruitment Index provides 
insight that will enhance your understanding of both the opportunities and challenges that 
face the staffing sector today.

Ann Swain, Chief Executive 
APSCo

www.apsco.org

Jamie Cassell, Head of Recruitment Sector Group 
Saffery Champness LLP

www.saffery.com
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Executive summary
The Recruitment Index returns to give an annual insight into how 
resilient UK recruitment firms believe themselves to be after what has 
been a bruising 18 months at the hands of the pandemic. Firms, like 
last year, have scored a variety of factors crucial to the overall success 
of their business – from their incentive schemes through to the 
strength of their sales and finance teams, and diversity and inclusion 
policies. The Index also considers the impact of change management 
and, in particular, how effectively recruiters ran their businesses whilst 
working remotely. 

Operational resilience
When comparing the average scores in our Index across all questions relating to operational 
resilience, all sizes of firm felt less operationally resilient in 2021 than they did in 2020, 
which is not unexpected. The firms with a net fee income (NFI) of greater than £50 million 
have been impacted the most, with their average score changing from 8 in 2020 to 7.2 
in 2021. It would appear from the Index that the ability to move quickly, both with client 
relationships and resource numbers, was impacted by the pandemic.

All firms felt that they had a more diverse client base in 2021 as opposed to 2020 – except 
those in the £2 million to £10 million NFI category. Firms have had to ‘widen the net’ during 
the past year, as they seek trade in the pandemic and take advantage of the opportunities 
that have arisen as we slowly move out of the crisis. Customer satisfaction and brand 
scores have also been impacted, with all sizes of firms experiencing falls in their average 
score during the year. With the fight for candidates being so competitive, it is important 
that firms focus on improving in this area going forward. 

Organisational resilience
Due to the sudden impact of Covid, the performance of the leadership team and sales team 
became more important than it has been previously. The Index showed that leadership 
teams’ average score increased from 7.4 in 2020 to 7.9 in 2021, whilst the performance of 
the sales team increased from 6.7 in 2020 to 7 in 2021. 

Worryingly, all sizes of firm believe they had a worse year than previously when it came 
to retaining talent. Employees have taken the opportunity that the pandemic gave them 
to re-think their priorities and career paths, which has led to a ‘brain drain’. Holding 
talent is essential for continued success in the future, as well as exit value, so a rethink of 
remuneration packages, training and development as well as diversity and inclusion policies 
is necessary when there is a real shortage of quality resources.

Financial/compliance resilience
All firms responded positively when it came to whether or not they believed themselves 
to have sufficient cash or borrowing facilities compared to the previous year. All sizes of 
business have realised that cash is key to flexibility and have therefore ensured they cannot 
be caught out by any future Covid-like events. However, over the next couple of months 
with the furlough now ended and deferred VAT/PAYE payments required to be paid, there 
will be an increased strain on firms’ cash reserves. 

Conversely, profit margins have been hit in all but the businesses with an NFI of less than 
£2 million. Continued review of margins and what can be done to recover these should be 
an area of focus for the next year across the sector. 

Changing environment
The biggest challenge facing firms is a shortage of candidates – with nearly 50% of firms 
surveyed reporting this as their largest issue. Just over 40% of firms also have concern over 
the shortage of consultants. Both issues can be directly linked to the pandemic and will 
have an impact on their growth. 

However, encouragingly, 66% of firms reported that remote working had a positive 
effect on their business, with 93% of firms not planning to change the remuneration of 
consultants who will now be working flexibly, ie both at home and in the office. These agile 
working practices without change to overall remuneration packages should improve the 
morale of the workforce and lead to higher retention rates in the future.  
 
Overall, the Index shows that the shortage of consultants and candidates are key business 
issues affecting the recruitment sector. International expansion is still high on the agenda, 
with 26% confirming an increased appetite to expand overseas. 
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Our survey focuses on the resilience of UK recruiters as 
we emerge from the Coronavirus pandemic and the impact 
change management has had on keeping firms afloat during 
the period. Our analysis of the survey findings is presented 
here. The survey consisted of a mixture of multiple choice 
questions and those that required recruitment firms to rate 
their business against various criteria, scoring them between 
1 and 10. A score of 1 means significant improvements are 
required and a score of 10 means that firms considered 
themselves to be one of the ‘best in class’, with no 
improvements required.

Many of the questions we asked are aligned with last year’s survey, to enable us to track 
any shift in the mindset and performance of recruiters. Change management has been 
an important activity during the pandemic and so we also asked specific questions to 
understand how recruiters have reacted to the ‘new world’ that we live in.

Operational resilience – 2020 vs 2021
The survey focused on areas of operational resilience that have a direct bearing on a firm’s 
long-term success and ultimate value on exit. Experience shows us that firms achieve the 
highest multiples on sale when they have strong established brands, a reputation for high 
quality service, a diverse customer base and they are not overly reliant on a small number of 
consultants.

Average scores across all respondents for questions in the operational resilience category are 
similar between 2020 and 2021. Most firms still consider their brand to be strong and a key 
asset of their business, but this has dropped when compared to 2020.

It is encouraging to note that scores for non-reliance on a small number of clients have 
improved. This may be due to recruiters having to expand their client base to increase 
opportunity and improve their trading activities, allowing them to remain strong and 
therefore reducing the impact of the pandemic. 

Figure 1: Operational resilience – 2020 vs 2021
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However, consultants are also looking for much more flexibility to set their own working 
patterns. They want to work for a firm that allows them to achieve a good work-life 
balance while still providing the challenge to succeed. It is important that firms review 
their employment offering to ensure they are providing the right mix of rewards along with 
a flexible and supportive working environment.

The firms that win the battle for talent over the coming year will achieve the greatest 
financial success.

Attracting and retaining good consultants remains a key business issue for firms, with 
reliance on a small number of consultants still showing the lowest overall score in 
operational resilience, despite improving marginally to 6.02 (2020 saw a score of 5.85). 
Furlough and lack of resource is still impacting firms, resulting in more reliance being 
placed on key consultants. The battle for talent within the recruitment industry is as 
strong as ever and is expected to increase during 2021-22. Consultants remain driven 
and ambitious, with recognition and the opportunity for real progression remaining strong 
motivators, on top of financial rewards.

Attracting candidates is fiercely competitive in today’s environment, with clients hungry 
to find the best talent. Service and delivery has become more important, with firms 
providing a more holistic approach, ensuring that the candidate and company have similar 
values, work ethics and ambitions. Candidates are happy to shop around for recruitment 
consultants that are right for them. 

Attracting and retaining good consultants 
remains a key business issue for firms, closely 
followed by candidate shortage. Growth 
and potential value will depend on the firm’s 
success in these areas.

Organisational resilience – 2020 vs 2021
Comparing average organisational resilience responses for individual questions in 2020 
and 2021, we can see that organisations’ resilience remains comparable in all areas.

Figure 2: Organisational resilience – 2020 vs 2021 
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The strength of the leadership team remains high across all sizes of firm, with respondents 
believing that their leadership teams responded well to the challenges of Covid and remain 
effective, despite new working patterns.

The largest difference, compared to 2020, was how businesses scored themselves 
on the strength of their sales team, which was 0.35 higher in 2021. Competition in 
the recruitment industry has increased greatly from 2020 to 2021, with businesses 
investing in their sales team to try and continue to grow their revenue in response to 
challenges faced and the opportunities appearing post-Covid. However, the strength of 
the marketing team remains a concern to the majority of businesses. This is an area that 
should be developed, as it will help to establish brand recognition, build profiles and allow 
a firm to stand out when attracting clients, staff and candidates. The type of marketing 
required has changed over recent years, with more focus now on social media, as well as a 
need for there to be a corporate social responsibility element.  
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The strength of the finance and compliance functions remains strong, which one would 
expect, as it is important that firms receive real time financial information to enable quick 
decisions to be made.

Although scores for talent retention and incentive schemes remain relatively high, the 
drop in talent retention is expected to become more of an issue over the coming year, as 
discussed above. Talent retention is more of an issue for smaller firms in the less than  
£2 million and £2 million to £10 million NFI categories. These firms are often owner-
managed and consultants do not see a genuine route to progressing within these 
organisations, and are therefore more likely to start out on their own or move to a larger 
firm where they can be divisional managing directors and have better incentives, both 
financially and non-financially. Recruitment firms are also working hard to retain their 
talent through increased wages, better benefits, agile working and work-life balance. 
Improvement in this area is certainly required, as 2021 has seen a drop in scores.  

Over 75% of respondents in all size categories 
believed that they had sufficient funds and 
borrowing facilities in place to fund future 
growth plans.

Financial resilience – 2020 vs 2021
The improvement in financial resilience within the industry is good to see and clear 
evidence of increased confidence compared to a year ago. Over 75% of respondents in all 
size categories believed that they had sufficient funds and borrowing facilities in place to 
fund future growth plans. This financial strength can be attributed to two factors: firstly, 
quick decision making by business owners, and secondly the various government support 
schemes.

Business owners across the sector were quick to make the necessary decisions around 
staffing and cut other unnecessary costs. At the same time, many firms took advantage of 
the government-backed CBILs and BBLs. However, in most cases the level of bad debts 
and slow paying customers was not the problem that had been feared. For many, the cash 
from government loans remains largely unused to date.

 

Figure 3: Financial resilience – 2020 vs 2021
Financial resilience 20 vs 21
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Respondents have stated that gross profit margins remain high in the sectors they operate 
within. This is largely driven by the candidate shortage across all industries, which has 
been a problem for the last year and does not show any signs of easing. Those that 
operate overseas, in particular the USA, Germany and the Netherlands, are still achieving 
good growth with strong margins. These markets are also experiencing resource issues 
across all industries, resulting in a lot of work being made available to recruitment firms 
as employers continue to seek support to source good quality candidates. However, the 
scores are still low and it is an area that recruitment firms should continue to look to 
improve. It essential that the right opportunities and clients are won instead of purely 
chasing fees, which can negatively impact brand and gross profit margin.

The average score for having a robust IR35 system was just under 7. We would expect this 
to be higher by now, indicating that firms still need to invest further resource in this area 
and seek professional advice when required.

Respondents have stated that gross profit 
margins remain high in the sectors they operate 
within. This is largely driven by the candidate 
shortage across all industries.
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In-depth review of each question based on NFI 
We analysed the survey data based on the size (NFI) of respondents, providing a 
percentage based on the scoring given by each respondent. 

Operational resilience 

Figure 4: Not reliant on a limited number of clients
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Strong leadership team (shareholders and directors)  
Having a diverse client base is essential to securing a firm’s success, particularly in times 
of uncertainty when over reliance on a small number of clients can see a large amount of 
business disappear overnight. Comparing 2020 to 2021, we can see a broad improvement 
in the level of reliance recruitment firms place on a limited number of clients. 

Firms have had to widen their service offering during the pandemic as they seek 
trade. The shortage of candidates has also helped, as clients have widened their use of 
recruitment firms to connect with the resource they need, which has been beneficial to 
companies with an NFI less than £2 million.

Figure 5: Regularly capturing evidence of extremely high candidate  
satisfaction scores
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The average score for effectively collating candidate satisfaction scores has also fallen in 
all categories, except those firms with an NFI of less than £2 million. In most categories 
these scores were higher than those for collating customer satisfaction.

This reflects the fact that firms recognise that they are operating in a candidate-driven 
market and have consequently placed more importance on this area. However, we would 
suggest that the scores should still be higher. One of the most effective marketing tools 
available to reach candidates is word of mouth, with happy candidates telling friends and 
colleagues about their experience.

With a real shortage of candidates, which is impacting business growth, it is important 
to deliver the right service, allowing the candidate to feel that the recruiter is working 
for them and not chasing the fees. Getting strong researchers will become important 
in ensuring that firms are able to provide clients with candidates that match their 
requirements and culture, and add value to the talent pool they already have in place. 
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Figure 6: Regularly capturing evidence of extremely high customer  
satisfaction scores
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On average, firms felt that they were slightly less effective at capturing evidence of 
customer satisfaction than in 2020, with the exception of firms in the less than £2 million 
NFI category, where the average score improved slightly. In a highly competitive market 
it is important that firms have an up-to-date feel for how customers rate their service. 
The aphorism that ‘you are only as good as your last job’ has never been so true, with 
competitors always knocking on the door. We would encourage all firms to review their 
systems for collating instant customer feedback.

Firms felt that they were slightly less effective 
at capturing evidence of customer satisfaction 
than in 2020, with the exception of firms in the 
less than £2 million NFI category. 

Figure 7: Not reliant on a limited number of consultants
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Reliance on a small number of consultants has become an increasing concern to firms of 
most sizes during the year. As expected, this is more of an issue for firms with an NFI of 
£2 million or less, with the average score in this category being just under 5.

The key to businesses being able to grow and increase profitability is their ability to attract 
new talent and successfully move the consultant’s role away from the founders, allowing 
them to invest time in building for the future. All organisations need to focus on this 
business risk in the coming year and encourage more members of the team to become 
involved in client relationships.

 
Reliance on a small number of consultants has 
become an increasing concern to firms of most 
sizes during the year. 
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Figure 8: Embedded technology that is scalable for growth
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In today’s world, technology is essential to the continued growth and success of the firm, 
therefore making sure that you have the right CRM, accounting and timesheet systems 
in place will help the firm to win work and to manage it efficiently so that margins are not 
eroded. As witnessed during the pandemic, it is essential to have financial information at 
your fingertips to help determine the cash needs of your business.

The graph above shows that all firms with an NFI below £50 million saw an improvement 
in their scores. However, the scores of those firms with an NFI of greater than £50 million 
fell by 1.2 to an average score of 7.1. This is certainly an area that larger recruitment 
businesses need to improve on, as it will not only help with obtaining timely information 
but it will also raise concerns with potential acquirers if the technology isn’t strong enough 
and may cause a reduction in exit price or stop a deal going through.

Organisational resilience
Figure 9: Strong leadership team 
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Respondents across the industry scored themselves highly on the strength of their 
leadership team, with an average score in all size categories of 7.5 or higher. Recruitment 
firms tend to be run by highly driven entrepreneurs who are quick thinking and ready to 
grab opportunities as they arise.

This mindset allowed recruitment firms to respond well to the unprecedented level 
of change over the last 12 months, making the necessary decisions to safeguard their 
businesses. However, to grow to the next level, these leaders need to welcome and 
encourage challenge. Depending on the size of the firm this challenge can be nurtured 
within the organisation, however, smaller companies may need to seek additional resource 
from outside the firm, such as joining a strong business owners group.

Non-executive directors can provide the challenge, focus and opportunities to allow the 
business to grow. It is essential that non-executive directors are chosen that understand 
the owner’s ambition as well as the firm’s values. 
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Figure 10: Strength of the marketing team
 Strength of the marketing team

Plans in place to deal with the implementation of IR35 in the private sector
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Marketing remains a weaker area for all but the bigger firms. Indeed, average scores 
in this area have decreased further for those within the two smaller size categories. 
Organisations in the less than £2 million category scored an average of less than 5.

This is not unexpected as, in smaller businesses, marketing often falls within the remit 
of the business owner whose time over the last year has been taken up with managing 
the changes presented by Covid. For small firms in particular, word of mouth plays a key 
part in their marketing strategy, whilst the larger firms will rely on a number of marketing 
activities that will include word of mouth, social media and brand recognition.

Marketing remains a weaker area for all but the 
bigger firms. Indeed, average scores in this area 
have decreased further for those within the 
two smaller size categories. 

Figure 11: Strong track record of retaining talent 
Strong track record of retaining talent compared to your peers in the sector
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Across all NFI sizes, there is a downward trend in the ability to retain talent, which is not 
surprising considering the challenges the industry has faced over the last year. Covid 
has provided everyone the opportunity to review their lives and personal priorities and 
some employees have decided that the high-pressured environment of recruitment is 
not for them. Flexible working should allow smaller firms to compete with their larger 
competitors, who can perhaps offer more financial rewards. Due to the lack of available 
resources, holding on to talent is essential – pay remains a strong pull, but promotion, 
continued challenge and appraisal, together with relevant benefits and work-life balance 
play a major part in attracting and retaining talent.  

Due to the lack of available resources, holding 
on to talent is essential – pay remains a strong 
pull, but promotion, continued challenge and 
appraisal, together with relevant benefits and 
work-life balance play a major part.
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Figure 12: Strength of policies governing equality, diversity and inclusion
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It is important that firms have an appropriate diversity and inclusion policy if they are 
going to attract and retain talent and obtain the right candidates and clients. From the 
Index, we can see that the firms with an NFI over £10 million scored themselves highly, 
with them averaging scores just below 8, whilst the smaller firms scored themselves 
high 6s and low 7s. This is not surprising, particularly as one would expect the larger 
firms to have a more established HR function and bigger resource pool to help with the 
implementation and monitoring of the policy. 

A number of our clients have really taken the lead on this and have won awards on the 
work they are doing, such as setting up diversity and inclusion committees (including staff 
at all levels), having a diversity and inclusion leader, and actively changing the mix of their 
management team/board, while still ensuring such senior positions are based on talent 
and capabilities. This area is extremely important in ensuring that firms attract the right 
talent to help to build and grow their business, so that its objective can be met.

Figure 13: Strength of the sales team 
Strength of the sales team
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Sales team strength has improved across all categories from 2020 to 2021. In a 
competitive market firms have recognised the importance of investing in the sales 
team. Management have used this period of disruption as an opportunity to review the 
effectiveness of the sales team and introduce appropriate training where required.

The importance of a collegiate, focused and dedicated sales team has grown over the 
pandemic as the competition for clients and candidates has increased. Recruitment firms 
have a great opportunity to take advantage of the prospects that exist as companies 
ramp up their resource numbers and fight hard to attract talent. Therefore, the need for 
the sales team to adapt quickly, respond effectively and be attentive to the needs of their 
clients is necessary for recruitment firms to remain successful. 

Sales team strength has improved across all 
categories from 2020 to 2021. In a competitive 
market firms have recognised the importance 
of investing in the sales team. 
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Figure 14: Incentive schemes, including bonuses and commissions, that are effective 
in rewarding the desired behaviours for your teams and individuals
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Rewarding individuals and teams is becoming ever more important to the future success 
of firms. As a people business, success is only driven by a focused, ambitious and 
collegiate workforce. Therefore, getting the right benefits in place, both monetary and 
non-monetary, will help ensure this is achieved. The Index showed that the larger the firm, 
the more confidence they have in the benefits they provide. The firms with NFI greater 
than £10 million have increased their average score from 7.27 to 7.87 whilst those below 
£10 million have still increased their scores but at a much slower rate. This is expected, 
as the larger firms have the finance and back office support to offer a more varied line of 
reward packages than smaller firms. 

As we have noted through the Index, retaining talent is essential to the growth and exit 
value of a firm – those that have a strong core leadership team and consultants have seen 
quick expansion and a higher value on exit. There are a myriad of incentives that can be 
offered to teams, both financial and non-financial, from share incentive schemes, to new 
challenges (new sectors or overseas expansion) and developing their skill set through 
learning and development.

2021 Financial resilience

Figure 15: Plans in place to deal with the implementation of IR35 in the private sector Plans in place to deal with the implementation of IR35 in the private sector

2020 2021

4.0

4.5

5.0

5.5

6.0

6.5

7.0

7.5

8.0

8.5

9.0

Greater than £50m£10m to £50m£2m to £10mLess than £2m

 
 
 

Overall, we can see that larger firms are better prepared to deal with the implementation 
of IR35. However, the two largest NFI categories have seen a drop in average score, 
which is cause for concern, particularly as HMRC currently operates a ‘soft landing’ in this 
area. This approach by HMRC is likely to change in the short term as the new regulation 
becomes more embedded into the private sector. We are already seeing this, with an 
increasing number of enquiries into employment status, and would therefore encourage all 
firms to review their systems and seek assistance if required. 

Larger firms are better prepared to deal with 
the implementation of IR35. However, the 
two largest NFI categories have seen a drop in 
average score, which is cause for concern.
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Figure 16: Sufficient cash and borrowing facilities in place to fund planned growth
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Respondents in all size categories felt slightly more confident that they have sufficient 
cash to fund growth than they did last year. However, this remains an area where the 
larger firms have an advantage over smaller firms. This year 100% of respondents in the 
greater than £50 million NFI group scored 7 or over, whereas only 76% of respondents in 
the less than £2 million NFI group scored a 7 or over.

It was evident during the pandemic that larger firms found it easier to access CBILs, 
whereas smaller firms were often restricted to lower level BBLs, due to lack of reliable, 
up-to-date financial information. Larger firms also tended to take more advantage of other 
government schemes such as rates relief.

Respondents in all size categories felt slightly 
more confident that they have sufficient cash 
to fund growth than they did last year. 

Figure 17: High gross profit margins across the sectors that you operate in
High gross profit margins across the sectors that you operate in
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As expected, the highly competitive market of the last year has led to a fall in the average 
score for high gross profit margins across the industry. However, smaller firms have scored 
better in this area than last year, increasing their average score to 6.44 compared to 6.02.  

Like last year, those respondents with an NFI below £50 million scored themselves in the 
6-7 range. Whilst this scoring is above average, there is room for improvement, particularly 
as the environment becomes more competitive and uncertainty remains. Continued 
review of margins is essential as there is always opportunity for them to improve by better 
controlling costs, implementing more efficient processes and reviewing client lists to 
replace those that provide low returns with new clients that will provide a higher margin 
and appreciate a more tailored approach.  

As noted last year, our clients that operate in niche sectors have expanded successfully 
overseas or have developed a strong brand recognition, which can help improve the 
margin. Those that are the most successful have a strong finance function that monitors 
margins through cost control without causing it to impact on incentives to consultants and 
overall client service.  
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Figure 18: A fully established and profitable presence in international markets with 
high growth potential
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Like last year, the firms with an NFI of greater than £50 million scored themselves highly in 
this area, averaging at 7.14. We would expect to see firms with an NFI below  
£2 million scoring themselves lower, as they continue to develop their presence in the 
UK market. Firms with NFI of £10 million to £50 million were surprisingly low scoring, as 
one would have expected them to have started to establish an overseas footprint to help 
grow EBITDA and margins. At 4 to 6, the scoring would suggest that they are still in the 
development stage of their expansion overseas. This is certainly an area that they should 
focus on and look to be a major part of their strategy over the coming years.

As we noted last year, many of our clients have seen growth by expanding overseas and 
it has helped during the pandemic to mitigate the effect of the downturn in the global 
economy. Whilst expansion slowed during the last 18 months, their desire to expand 
overseas has again started to pick up as we slowly come to terms with the effect of the 
pandemic. Through international expansion, our clients are starting to see real value being 
added, which could allow them to justify a higher sales price.   

The main focus for expansion still remains the USA and Europe, mainly Germany and the 
Netherlands, where we continue to see higher margins and better growth opportunities 
being achieved. Some of our clients have expanded into the Nordics – particularly those 
that operate in the energy, environmental and change management sectors. Expansion 
into overseas territories usually happens either through developing a desk in the UK head 
office, taking the plunge and opening an office in an overseas location or following a client 
into another territory.

The survey also showed that 66% still had an appetite for overseas expansion, with 26% 
confirming that their desire to expand internationally had increased.

Many of our clients have seen growth by 
expanding overseas and it has helped during 
the pandemic to mitigate the effect of the 
downturn in the global economy. Through 
international expansion, our clients are starting 
to see real value being added, which could 
allow them to justify a higher sales price.
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Change management
Figure 19: The speed at which your organisation changed/adapted 
its strategy when faced with the impact of the pandemic
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Adaptability and being able to move quickly was key during the pandemic from a financial, 
resource and client perspective. It was essential that the sales teams within recruitment 
firms remained close to their clients, looking at their strategies going forward and how 
they may be able to help achieve them. Strong finance teams helped in ensuring that cash 
was collected and made available to combat the effect of the pandemic. 

Taking advantage of furlough and CBILs was essential at the beginning and certainly 
determined who would be able to survive and then flourish as we moved out of the 
pandemic. From the scores provided, it was interesting to see that those firms with NFI 
of £2 million to £10 million and £10 million to £50 million felt that they were quick to 
respond to the effects of the pandemic, as they were able to swiftly take advantage of the 
government incentives on offer and put a plan in place to secure their clients.  
Those with an NFI of greater than £50 million felt that their adaptability, whilst still strong, 
could have improved, only scoring themselves 8.3 on average. It must be noted that all 
firms did score themselves strongly in this area and felt that they adapted to the effect of 
the pandemic well.

 
 

Figure 20: The speed at which employees embraced remote working
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The graph shows that all firms scored themselves above 8.2 on average for the speed at 
which their teams embraced remote working. Those firms with NFI of £10 million to  
£50 million and greater than £50 million scored above 8.8 on average. The success of 
remote working was essential in coping with the effect of the pandemic. Our clients were 
quick to set up their employees with home working space, providing them with laptops, 
monitors and wireless headphones. The use of video conferencing became widespread 
and allowed consultants to still win work. With cloud-based CRM systems and other 
technologies, owners and senior management teams were still able to monitor the 
performance of their sales teams. This has led to more firms starting to look at their office 
requirements going forward, based on the success of remote working. 

All firms scored themselves above 8.2 on 
average for the speed at which their teams 
embraced remote working. 
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Operating in a changing  
environment
 
In addition to our benchmarking questions, we asked 
recruiters some questions about the changing business 
environment they were operating in, considering the 
effects of the pandemic and Brexit among other things.
The effect of the pandemic
Figure 21: Has your appetite for a business sale changed because of the pandemic?
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The Index shows that 77% of those surveyed had not changed their appetite for a sale 
because of the pandemic, whilst 20% had increased appetite. With a lot of cash available 
to acquire companies, either through private equity or trade sale, we will see increased 
activity in the market place as we move out of the pandemic. We have already seen an 
uptick in activity over the last six months with multiples remaining at pre-pandemic levels. 
However, a lot of recruitment firms are trying to become more innovative with their 
technology, with the hope of trying to increase the multiple. Time will tell if this does have 
a real impact.  

Figure 22: Which of these external challenges are you facing at present? 
Which of these external challenges are you facing at present? 
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There was a reasonably even split between responses on the external challenges faced by 
respondents. Slightly more respondents stated a shortage of candidates was their biggest 
challenge compared to a shortage of consultants, with 47% and 43% respectively. Only 
6% of respondents stated a shortage of roles was their issue. As discussed throughout the 
Index, a lack of candidates and consultants are the main issues facing the sector, which 
impacts on growth opportunities, particularly as the global economy is shouting out for 
more resource across all industries. Being innovative with pay structures, bonuses and 
commissions, together with a well-structured approach to learning and development and 
work-life balance is essential in attracting and retaining talent. A holistic approach and less 
of the hard sell will help to attract candidates, as well as servicing the needs of the client. 
Leadership teams in recruitment firms are coming under pressure to adapt their strategy, 
both internally and externally, to ensure that they continue to be a success in a very 
challenging environment.
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Figure 23: Has your organisation’s occupation of office space changed because  
of the pandemic?
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The pandemic has impacted how organisations operate in offices and the results of the 
graph above underpin this theme. 47.5% of respondents stated they would occupy less 
space because of the pandemic, with a slightly smaller proportion (47%) stating they 
would not change the amount of office space they operate in. Working from home and 
therefore reducing office footprint is a clear route to cost saving going forward.

With recruitment firms having a young workforce, who arguably have a greater desire to 
interact with their colleagues during and post-working hours, there may well be a natural 
increase in the numbers working in the office for most of the week. There will still be a 
need for teams to work face-to-face to ensure targets are met and ideas are shared. The 
need for office space may increase as employers and employees have the desire for more 
face-to-face time with each other, their clients and the candidates. 

Figure 24: What is your view of remote working and its impact on your business?
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The Index shows that there was a significant movement in the number of days firms were 
expecting their consultants to be in the office. Pre-pandemic, 57% of firms surveyed 
stated that all staff were expected to be in the office for the whole week or at minimum 
four days a week. This change dramatically, with only 6% expecting their staff to be in the 
office 4 to 5 days a week post-pandemic. 30% of firms were happy to allow staff to work 
five days out of the office, whilst the majority of firms were allowing staff to work 2 to 3 
days a week out of the office.  

The pandemic forced firms to quickly look at their remote working capabilities and, as 
shown throughout the Index, the impact of people working from home was not significant. 
New technology allows them to monitor staff performance and reduce some of their 
fixed costs via home working. For staff, greater flexibility in working practices helps their 
wellness and motivation.

As shown in the graph above, of those surveyed, 66% said remote working had a positive 
impact on their business. This has resulted in 47.5% of respondents reducing their office 
space.  
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Figure 31: What is the most important lesson you will take away from the business 
disruption of the past 18 months? 

“Great sales people and teams can be more productive from home and 
without physically being together.”

“Work-life balance is the most important thing.”

“The clients that 
we had built strong 
relationships with 
were the clients that 
stayed closest to us 
during pandemic.”  

“Focus on your 
values.”

“When you have 
no choice, you can 
evolve quite easily.”

“We can completely 
trust our people to 
work effectively 
remote from our 
office - we didn’t 
know that to be true 
18 months ago.”

“Ask and your team will step up to the plate and deliver when you need it 
most. Don’t underestimate your ability to embrace change and come out 
better for it.”

“Maintaining a risk register, regularly reviewing it, having business continuity 
plans in place and decisive management decisions allowed us to very quickly 
adapt.”

“Technology has a very important factor to play in any company’s 
operations.”

“Think twice and act once.”

“Look after, and trust, your staff.”

“Our CEO was very good 
at ensuring that regular 
communication took place between 
him and his employees, whether 
it was one-to-one phone calls or 
monthly company meetings.”

“The importance of clear and 
consistent communication, 
particularly under remote working 
conditions.”

“How important regular, clear and 
consistent communication is to 
engage your workforce.”

“There is an opportunity in every 
crisis.”

“Being based in Central London is 
not the most effective way to retain staff and grow our business.”

“Embrace change. Don’t lament what was. Change can equal opportunity.”

“Be more optimistic. If we can survive a pandemic and total shutdown, 
surely we can survive anything?”  
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