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WORKPLACE
PERSPECTIVES

With any luck, by the time you
read this article, U.S. President
George W. Bush will have

announced yet another quarter in which
the GDP has risen, signaling a possible end
to the economic doldrums in which we
have all spent the last couple of years. For
many companies in the chem-
ical enterprise, times were tight,
money was in short supply,
and the staffing situation was
bleak. But those days are even
now becoming a memory as
economic indicators are begin-
ning to show signs of a recov-
ery just ahead.

Recent U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics numbers show
that although the future looks
daunting for chemists and
chemical engineers in basic
chemicals-manufacturing
industries, the current decade
will see a dramatic cry for these
same scientists in the drug-
manufacturing arena (Figure 1).

And so the question becomes, are you
ready for the next upswing?

Boomers Go Bust
The past few years have seen companies
streamline their processes to cut costs. In
some cases, this has taken the form of tech-
nological improvements that have result-
ed in greater design or production effi-
ciencies. In other cases, companies have
focused their efforts on key market strengths,
losing departments that they had opened
only a few years earlier during the boom.

But in most cases, companies decided
to improve efficiency by simply asking
fewer staff to produce the same output—
giving “110%” for the team. For some
organizations, this worked, but others have
fallen by the wayside or have become fodder
for another merger and acquisition cycle.

As the economy picks up steam, howev-
er, it will become increasingly difficult for
the same staff base to perform at the 120
or 130% that will be required.

It would seem that the simple answer
is to begin hiring again, but there is a reason
that this is the “simple” answer.

Unfortunately, one factor might get in
the way of the HR manager’s dream: the
impending retirement of the baby boomer
generation. At present, the boomers, the
largest contingent of the prime-age work-
force, are set to retire within the next two
decades, leaving behind a generation of work-
ers that might be too small to fill the gap.

Recruiting
Faced with this economic and manageri-
al prospect, industries are beginning to
change the way they approach hiring.
“Rather than relying on traditional rounds
of recruitment or solely reacting to a vacan-
cy when it arises, HR will need to be more
proactive,” says recruiting specialist Jamie
Barber (1). “HR will also increasingly be
engaged in continuous recruiting for indi-
viduals who fit the company.”

As an example of this policy in action,

recruiter Alan Davis promotes a strategic
approach to recruiting, by which a compa-
ny anticipates its future needs based on
historical data. “If a company knows it is
likely to have attrition or growth in a certain
area,” says Davis (2), “then it makes sense
to develop relationships with people who

would be available to fill the
appropriate positions as and
when these positions actually
become available.” The key,
according to Davis, is to already
be prepared for and familiar
with the best candidates when
they finally decide to move
on from their current position.

Of course, you or your
company might not be ready
to make such a proactive
commitment. There are, how-
ever, several ways in which you
can maximize the efficiency of
the recruiting process and

increase the likelihood of a
successful hire.

Ten Commandments
On his website, recruiter Patrick Ropella
describes what he calls the 10 command-
ments of the hiring process, steps that
can greatly reduce the time, effort, and
expense of the recruiting process while
simultaneously increasing the success of
the project (3).

Define the job. Rather than simply try
to replace the missing employee with a clone,
Ropella suggests that managers take a
close look at exactly what actions the job
entails. This analysis should include the job
description and the expected standards of
performance. In addition, he recommends
that managers identify any desired auxiliary
functions, which will help to distinguish
between otherwise identical candidates.

Define the candidate attributes. Ropel-
la suggests that most managers put too
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Figure 1. 2010 employment projections for chemicals and drug manufacturing.
(Based on data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; www.bls.gov.)
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much focus on the personality of the candi-
date (e.g., honest, gregarious) rather than
on the qualities needed to perform the job
(e.g., ability to multitask, having an
advanced degree).

Be realistic about compensation.
Recruitment should not be seen as a way
to cut costs, because the hiring market is
becoming increasingly competitive. If
the job requires someone with senior qual-
ifications or abilities, don’t try to hire some-
one with junior qualities just to save a
few dollars. In the long run, you will be
dissatisfied with their performance, and
they will be unhappy in the position.

Choose the appropriate recruiting
sources. Newspapers, agencies, and
executive search firms each have some-
thing to offer to the process, depend-
ing on the specific hiring objectives.
To be most efficient, the method
should match the position.

Conduct interviews promptly and
professionally. If a manager delays the
interview process for weeks after the
close date, this signals to the appli-
cant that the position—and their
time—is not very important. Simi-
larly, it is important to remember that
the interview is about the job and the
applicant, not about the importance
of the hiring manager.

Make decisions promptly. As the
hiring market becomes more compet-
itive, delays in making a decision will result
in an increasing number of dissatisfied or
lost candidates. As Ropella says, “A candi-
date wants you to be as interested as you
want him/her to be.”

Check references. According to Ropel-
la, the chances of a successful hire improve
20% by simply checking the candidate’s
references.

Don’t overnegotiate. For most job appli-
cants, haggling over a job offer is uncom-
fortable, so it is critical that your initial offer
be fair. If the candidate develops the impres-
sion that you are looking to hire for bottom
dollar, this is another signal of their impor-
tance to the company and their future
expectations for promotions and raises.

Stay in touch. Even after the offer has
been accepted, it is critical that the hiring
manager maintain contact with the new
employee before his or her first day. This
interaction is the foundation of a long-
term relationship and helps to offset the
likelihood of second-guessing or accept-

ing counteroffers.
Ensure a positive start. Ropella suggests

that the manager’s job does not end with
the signing of the offer sheet. Rather, a
manager should ensure that the new
employee starts the first day with all of the
tools needed to perform the job—phone,
computer, desk, and office.

Retention
But even if you’re on top of your recruiting
process, one of your competitors’ best sources
of talent is your staff, and like your intel-
lectual property, inventory, and infrastruc-
ture, it is critical that your company retain
and protect your staff from poaching. Accord-

ing to Nobel Prize-winning economist Gary
Becker, “The most successful companies and
the most successful countries will be those
that manage human capital in the most effec-
tive and efficient fashion.”

If the statistics are to be believed, the
average cost of staff turnover is $100,000,
which includes expenses due to recruiting,
training, and lost productivity. Thus, by
simply reducing employee attrition by 1%,
a company can expect to save a lot of
money.

But if staff retention is so crucial, how
does a manager gauge whether a given
employee is happy or satisfied?

To address this rather nebulous but
important issue, researchers at the Gallup
Organization created a feedback process
for companies that would help them deter-
mine whether their employees felt engaged
(4 ). After holding focus groups and person-
al interviews, the researchers developed a
series of 12 questions (Q12) about work-
er expectations, including:

• Do you know what is expected of you
at work?

• At work, do you have the opportuni-
ty to do what you do best every day?

• In the last seven days, have you received
recognition or praise for doing good
work?

• Does the mission/purpose of your
company make you feel your job is
important?

• In the last six months, has someone at
work talked to you about your progress?
Employees are asked to rank each ques-

tion on a scale of 1 to 5, based on weak
or strong agreement, and the test can be
readministered periodically to gauge long-

term progress or lost ground.
After administering this ques-

tionnaire to approximately 1.5 million
people in 87,000 corporate divisions
or work units, the Gallup researchers
have determined that companies or
divisions that show a high Q12 score
experience “lower turnover, higher
sales growth, better productivity,
better customer loyalty, or other mani-
festations of better performance.”

Thus, the key to retention isn’t
simply a matter of money—although
this factor does hold a certain promi-
nence—but rather, it is an employ-
ee’s sense of involvement in the
company’s future and their impor-
tance, as reflected in praise and

progress, to the local and global work envi-
ronment. Simply put, if employees feel that
they are a critical component of a larger
process, then they are less likely to be
inclined to leave.

The Bottom Line
In the final analysis, today’s hiring prac-
tices determine tomorrow’s successes.
According to Jamie Barber, “Failing to
prepare for heightened recruitment levels
and retention issues now could fatally weak-
en your crucial competitive advantage in
the not-too-distant future.”
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Company URL  

Alan Davis & Associates www.alandavis.com

Allan-James Associates www.jobsinplastics.com

Chemical Search International www.chemjobs.net

Critical Path Inc. www.criticalpathinc.net

Dunhill Professional Search www.dunhillstaff.com

Ropella & Associates www.ropella.com

SHS of Allentown www.shsofallentown.com

Southern Technical Recruiters www.southerntechnical.com

Willcox Executive Recruiters www.willcox-assoc.com

Adapted from Chemical Industry Recruiting Services at Business.com.
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