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WHY YOU AREN’T FINDING THE RIGHT HIRE 
 

There are lots of reasons why you could be having trouble finding the right hire, but here are the 

ones we come across most often: 

 
You are trying to filter candidates by using 
their resumes and CVs  
 

This is virtually impossible. There are some great candidates who have dreadful resumes and some 

dreadful candidates who have great resumes. Candidates often miss crucial information off their 

CVs, some information on resumes 

is incorrect. It’s not a level playing 

field so that’s why you can’t do it 

objectively, it’s simply not possible. 

Many years ago I worked with a 

client on his resume. He was the 

software architect for a 

multinational pharmaceutical 

company. His CV consisted of four 

pages of tightly packed text in 

something as I remember as an 8-

point font (this was in the days 

when I could still read 8-point 

fonts). There was scarcely a 

headline or paragraph to break it 

up. Under each job he’d held 

followed rows of unaltered tedium. 

Clearly, he had some technical 

expertise judging from what he had written, but it was virtually impossible to fathom any of it. It was 

the kind of CV my old client Jenny would have put in her “Too Difficult” tray (that’s the one between 

the “In” tray and the “Out” tray.   

I started going through each line with him. Even though my degree is in physics, the jargon was just 

too obscure for me. Buried in the second page I came across a project he mentioned and asked him 

what it was for. It turned out he had spotted an issue with the way the company software platform 

was working and proposed a solution to the board. This was taken and accepted. He wrote and 

installed it. I asked him what the benefit to his employer had been. It was like pulling teeth. He 

grudgingly confessed that it was savings of both cost and time.  
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I finally discovered that it had saved them £6m. I was impressed. Then it turned out that the £6m 

was an annual figure and it had been going for 10 years. So, in fact; £60m. This did not appear 

anywhere on the resume, and nor did any of the other massive savings he’d achieved. 

On the other side of the equation, 

we’ve all seen flashy, well laid out 

CVs and resumes that, when you 

meet the candidate, were clearly 

written with someone who has a 

better grasp of the English language 

that the person in front of you. 

We’ve even had CVs that were 

blatantly untrue (yes, they 

contained lies).  

So, all that stuff you read about 

key words and clever ways of 

parsing CVs and resumes is a 

complete waste of time if the 

information you have is not 

representative of the candidate and 

what they can do in the context of 

what you need. 

 
You have the wrong job title 
 

I know this sounds ridiculous, but the job title that seems to you obvious may be very different from 

the one that your ideal candidate is searching for. That means you are not finding the right 

candidates – they are not finding you. One of our clients wanted to recruit an “Affiliate Promotions 

Manager”.  

The correct job title turned out to be 

“Marketing Communications Specialist”.  

 

Possibly one of the worst job titles was simply 

“Apprentice”. This was for a stone mason. 

The trouble here was that there are many, 

many different types of apprentices (as we all 

know from watching the TV series) and our 

client had not made it very specific, so it was 

no surprise that he got no applicants at all. 
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Another area is sales. There are so many different types of sales roles and specialisations. If you 

want a specialist, then often you need to get that into the title. 

 
You have a terrible advertisement 
 

So often you see advertisements that are bland and boring with no company voice. They look just 

like all the other ads and don’t stand out. They don’t make it clear what the role is or what it 

involves. Frequently they don’t include all kinds of benefits that you are offering to candidates which 

means you lose out to the competition. And they don’t talk about the kind of person they are 

looking for. So no one knows what you need, and you get swamped with unsuitable applications. 

Possibly the worst advertisement I ever saw was the one for the apprentice I mentioned above: 

Apprentice Stone Mason 

required. London based, driving 

licence. To apply phone 

XXXXXXXXXX make this a picture 

in a newspaper or similar flanked 

by many similar ads for joke 

things but all in the same dreary 

format.  

What was surprising to me was 

that, when we did our research, 

we discovered that lots of the 

kinds of people they were 

expecting to apply for this post 

didn’t know what a stone mason 

was. This included some of the 

school secretaries where the ad 

was placed!  

Putting personality into the 

advertisements really pays off. So 

often candidates have told us 

that they applied because the ad 

really stood out to them and spoke to them personally.  

In this case I interviewed one of the stone masons to find out why he loved the job so much. It was 

one of the most moving interviews I’ve ever done. He said that he loves to put something of the 

personality of the deceased into the monument (gravestone). He gave me some recent examples: a 

rose for a keen gardener, a car for someone who loved their car and SpongeBob SquarePants. I was 

choking back the tears as he told me about that one, but he said the parents really appreciated his 

efforts and that was what made the job so fulfilling for him. 
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It’s also the kind of thing that attracts the sort of 

candidate you need. 

Lastly you may not have included all the benefits 

you offer – this can make a big difference. Often 

benefits you think are normal come as a surprise to 

some candidates. 

 

 
 
 
 
You do not have a clear definition of what 

you need 
 

Often this is in your head, but not on paper. You 

say things like you need “Ninja project 

management skills” or “ ‘A-player’ communication 

skill”. These are real requirements we have been 

asked for, but they are meaningless. Until you 

define what they really are you have no way of 

testing if your candidates have them or not. 

This can take quite a while. It’s no good just saying 

you want a typical admin person or Executive PA, 

or sales person.  

You would never get just any doctor to operate on your spine – you would want a specialist in the 

field, not a dermatologist or general practitioner.  

We’ve all seen those films where the main protagonist has a partner who is clearly the wrong 

person. Often everyone else can see it except them. It takes a special moment when suddenly they 

realise that the current incumbent doesn’t meet their needs, or that the new strange person they 

have met with the quirky hair or weird behaviour is actually the person they should be with. 

Hiring is like that, but you need to make sure you are aware of what you really need. 
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One of the most surprising hires we made was in the digital marketing realm. We had two finalists 

who took part in a paid assignment. They had to write an email that went out the client’s list. He 

checked their open rate and clickthrough rate (CTR). They both beat the open rate and CTR of our 

client (who regarded himself as pretty good). One candidate beat him by 25%, but the winning 

candidate beat him by 50%. 

However, he was concerned that she might not be right for the job because she had had her own 

business and sold it. Why would anyone want to work in this kind of role if they’d been so successful 

and sold their business? It turned out that she wanted to travel the world in her ‘retirement’ but 

loved this work so much she wanted to do it as a hobby and for a bit of extra spending money. It was 

a job she could do from anywhere and wasn't full time. We were all surprised by that one – the 

lessons are that you need to be really clear on what your ideal candidate needs to be able to do, 

how they should behave and their values. You should not have a picture of who they are; what 

shape, size, age or anything else they may be.  

 

 

You have not been asking the right 
questions  
 

Coming up with the right questions to ask candidates at each step in the process is vital. So often 

interviewers ask questions like:  

What is your greatest weakness? (The correct answer here is “Chocolate”).  

Or  

“What would your friends say about 

you?” (A licence for any prepared 

candidate to spin a yarn.) “Why should we 

hire you?”  (Do you really want to hire a 

slippery snake whose greatest skill is 

conning you into thinking they are great? 

Carry on using this question.)   

Effective questions will allow you to find 

out who can do the job; not just someone 

who is practiced at interviews and 

charming the birds from the trees.  

Designing the questions is our Sherlock 

Holmes step. You have to ask the right 

question and that’s very skilled work. In 

“Silver Blaze” Sherlock Holmes is talking 
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to the Scotland Yard detective Gregory. Gregory asks: “Is there any other point to which you would 

wish to draw my attention?” 

Holmes: “To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.” 

Gregory: “The dog did nothing in the night-time.” 

Holmes: “That was the curious incident.” 

This is what makes Holmes so effective and it’s also the hallmark of a good recruitment process. He 

wants to know why something didn’t happen. No one else has thought to ask. 

Our application form is composed of those questions and we also use them in both interviews.  

 

You need to have questions that will tell you if the candidate shares your 

values, if they will behave appropriately with customers and colleagues and if 

they have the skills you need. 

 

It’s very easy to fall into the trap of asking questions 

like:   

What would you do if a client phoned with a problem?  

What would you do if the system went down? 

The trouble is the answers to hypothetical question 

like those is that they can be highly unreliable. 

It’s much better to ask your candidates about things 

they have actually done and get more detail on that. 

You’d never ask a suspect: “Would you steel a 

necklace?” You ask them “Where were you on the 

night of 14th January” Because you want to know 

what they were doing, you want to discover the facts. 

It’s the same with candidates. 

You have lost good candidates because of 
delays - you just don’t have the time 
 

Running a campaign, keeping track of candidates, updating your advertising, monitoring your 

budget, responding to all the applications, reviewing them and interviewing candidates all takes 

time. It takes us a lot of time, but we have the systems to make it easier. We can pick out a good 

candidate within 24 hours of them applying and arrange an interview with us the next day. This 

means we rarely lose a good candidate through delays.  
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However, we have lost several candidates because 

our clients haven’t managed to get back to us in 

time. If you are taking days or weeks to respond, 

as it quite common, you will be losing candidates 

too – the good ones often get jobs quickly. You 

need to have a fast, slick process to spot the good 

candidates early on and then make sure you 

proceed with them quickly. 

We are not experts in your business, you are. And 

that’s where you need to spend your time. If you 

only ever hire people a few times a year, then it’s 

unlikely you have had time to develop much 

expertise. I bet you have spent years becoming an 

expert in your own work. (So have we in our 

work.) When you don’t have the time, you tend to squeeze it in or do it late at night. Things don’t 

get done properly and mistakes get made.  

One of our clients said we saved him 100 hours on a campaign finding him candidates. We had saved 

him that time by using our elimination process, so he only saw a small fraction of the candidates 

who applied, and they were the good ones. 

 
Your job ad isn’t accurate 
 

Many people try to make their job sound appealing to attract lots of candidates. However, they 

often do it by leaving out the unpleasant tasks and including things that aren’t really quite true.  

The trouble with this is that your lucky candidate finds out what the job’s really like when they start 

and then they leave.  

I think people often do this because they can’t imagine that someone will like the job or want to do 

it.  

In my early career I was director at an electronics manufacturing company. I wanted to make sure 

people enjoyed their jobs as much as possible. So I asked people on the shop floor if they liked their 

jobs. One particularly good employee, Margaret said “This is my favourite job in the whole factory.” I 

laughed.  

“Just because I'm your boss’s boss’s boss you don’t need to say that.” I responded. “Tell me why.” 

“Well” Said Margaret “You see that job over there” She pointed to the corner where a young lad was 

assembling some small printed circuit boards. “I wouldn’t like that job because it’s boring and you 

can’t talk to your friends.” 
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Then she pointed to another bench where 

a very skilled lady sat making prototypes. 

That would have been my pick of the jobs 

on the shop floor. “I would hate that job 

because I would be so worried about 

making a mistake.”  

That made sense to me. 

“I love this job because it’s interesting 

enough not to be boring, but I can still do 

it while I talk to my friends and be sure I 

won’t make any mistakes.” She said. Then 

came the shocker. “But I’d hate to have 

your job.” She said with wide eyes” I held 

my breath “Because every time anything 

goes wrong, everyone thinks it’s your 

fault!” She told me in that kind of 

straightforward no nonsense manner you get on the shop floor.  

I was astonished. I loved my job. What a revelation it was to me. 

But it made me realise that different people love different jobs, so the best thing is to find the 

person who will love the job, no matter what it is. That gave me the idea for this headline: 

“HELP! CAN YOU SORT ME OUT?” 

It was for a job as a receptionist and admin person in a veterinary hospital. The owner was a bit 

nervous about it, but, as I pointed out to her, this was what was required. And I assured her that 

there were people around who would love to do that. Sure enough, we found one.  And yes, our 

candidate did sort her out. 
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