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departments, recruitment consultants have 
become a necessary evil. An ‘us and them’ situa-
tion has developed.

Some consultants talk about how they avoid 
HR departments at all costs and prefer to canvass 
line managers directly. This only exacerbates the 
situation as HR becomes more negative towards 
the consultants.

One solution is for HR to take calls from 
recruiters between allotted times each day. In the 
words of the voice mail of a person in HR who 
looks after recruitment: “This is xx from xx. I am 
unavailable to take your call at the moment. If you 
are from a recruitment company, I am available to 
speak with you between 4.30pm and 5pm. For 
other calls, please leave a message after the tone.”

Whether you like it or not, a large part of a 
recruitment consultant’s job is to canvass for new 
business. In many organisations, if a consult-
ant doesn’t ‘cut it’ within three months—they 
haven’t found enough new business—they’re out 
the door. One of their difficulties is that many 
organisations are willing to accept mediocre serv-
ice from their current agency rather than spend 

time getting to know potentially exceptional serv-
ice providers.

In the interests of getting the best for your busi-
ness, I would suggest interviewing at least one 
new recruiter a week. Incidentally, all recruiters 
know that when you say “send me something” it’s 
just a way to get rid of them. And the good ones 
know that relationships start with face-to-face 
meetings, not over the phone, which is why they 
are persistent.

MOST PEOPLE think all recruitment agencies 
do the same thing, and they do. They provide 
you with a shortlist for a given job brief. But, 
having worked for many types of agencies over 
20 years, from three-person businesses to large 
multinationals, I can tell you that that’s where 
the similarity ends.

You should select your recruitment firm care-
fully, depending on your culture and environ-
ment. Look at the level of experience at sourcing 

NATURAL SELECTION
Recruitment consultants want to be pals, not pests. 
HR can at least meet them in the middle.
By Gaynor Lowndes

U Take the initiative 
and aim to build 

a successful 
relationship with 

your recruiters.
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F
or people with mental illness, a 
lack of suitable, flexible part-
time work is the major barrier to 
employment. When they do find 
a job, an understanding, support-
ive employer is the most impor-
tant factor in keeping it.

These are some of the findings 
from recent research by the national men-
tal health charity SANE Australia.

For people affected by mental illness, 
employment brings not only an income, 
but also the dignity of having a recognised, 
valued place in society. Support is often 

essential in finding and retaining a job, 
especially under the federal government’s 
new Welfare to Work rules. Welfare to 
Work is a $3.6 billion program to assist 
people to move off welfare and into work. 
It includes new eligibility rules for income 
support payments and a new compliance 
system.

SANE’s latest research bulletin investi-
gates the barriers to employment for peo-
ple with a mental illness, and what they 
find helpful in gaining and keeping a job.

In a survey in March and April 2006, 284 
people with a mental illness completed a 

and selecting the type of staff you require. Consider 
how many clients or roles they work on at any one 
time, indicating the time they will have available to 
work on your job briefs.

Examine their key performance indicators (sales 
budgets) to get an indication of how important your 
business will be in the scheme of things. What’s their 
typical methodology, especially their sourcing and 
screening techniques?

Another consideration is ‘candidate care’—do their 
candidates come back for help again? Is the experience 
with this particular recruiter pleasurable?

Be wary of consultants who tell you they are not 
paid commission. It is highly likely that they are paid 
a ‘bonus’ instead, and it’s based on how many place-
ments they make.

If you want the best possible service and best can-
didates referred, also be wary of asking for or accept-
ing offers of big fee discounts. If the fee is eroded too 
much, the consultant needs to work more jobs to reach 
their target, which means less time spent on sourcing 
and selecting for each role. By all means negotiate a 
rate for volume or rebates based on spend, but don’t 
expect a flat reduction in return for business.

Honesty and ethics is another consideration when 
engaging recruitment companies. Consultants can 
promise the earth to get business, but the proof is in 
the pudding, and good relationships depend on good 
communication. At the very least before giving some-
one your business, you should request both a client and 
candidate reference (for the particular consultant you 
are dealing with) as well as negotiating some agreed key 
performance indicators. You need to agree on method 
and frequency of contact, price, time frames from brief to 
shortlist and so on. Like any relationship, set the ground 
rules up front and you’re unlikely to go too far wrong.

If you brief several agencies on a role, expect a less 
than thorough search and to receive lots of résumés 
that kind of fit the job description, but not precisely. 
This is because the agencies know they have to work 
quickly to get the candidates’ résumés to you before 
their competitors in case they both put the same can-
didate forward.

It is never wise to work this way. You pay the same fee 
whether you receive this kind of service or a more detailed 
service from briefing a consultant exclusively. Or you 
can retain a recruiter, paying a fee for service rather 
than for success—a better way to build a relationship. 

Gaynor Lowndes is managing director of the Recruitment Training 
Company. This is an edited excerpt from her book The Art of Recruitment, The Art of Recruitment, The Art of Recruitment
to be published later this year. info@trtc.com.au

Workers with mental illnesses say their biggest 
ally is a supportive employer.

SUPPORT NEEDED

SANE Guide to mental 
illness for the workplace
Written for HR professionals, 
managers and co-workers, this 
guide explains in simple language 
the various forms of mental 
illness which will affect one in 
five Australians at some time in 
their life. It also contains valuable 
advice on what to do when an 
employee is affected by mental 
illness, with examples, practical 
tips and advice on where to access 
further support.

Available for $12 plus p&h from 
the SANE Bookshop at www.sane.
org or by calling (03) 9682 5933.

SANE Guide to getting 
back to work
Written for people affected by 
mental illness who want to re-enter 
the workforce, this guide is full of 
information, practical advice and 
helpful tips on where to get further 
support.

Available for $12 plus p&h from 
the SANE Bookshop at www.sane.
org or by calling (03) 9682 5933.


