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The Challenge: finding good people to work in your business 

Exploring recruitment for small businesses in the wake of COVID-19 

 
Since COVID-19 disrupted the global economy the Australian labour market has been re-shaped in 

ways that few would have predicted.  

The health and economic crisis shut tens of thousands of businesses (at least temporarily) and led to 

the closure of international borders. Because the Australian economy is highly internationalised this 

inevitably led to major changes in the labour market.   

As the pandemic gradually abates in Australia and many businesses return to full operation, small 

business operators have reported difficulties in recruiting suitable workers. 

 

Are you are a small business owner experiencing recruitment problems?  
 

This document suggests a few possible solutions. 

 

Plan your recruitment 

Even for jobs with lower-level skills, the hiring process is more effective if it is planned. 

There’s no doubt that the skill levels required for various jobs in small businesses vary enormously. 

In the past you may have had success using fairly unplanned, opportunistic methods of recruitment. 

However, many small businesses are now struggling to recruit for quite basic roles.  

No matter how large or small your workforce is, a planned approach to recruitment is always more 

effective than the ad-hoc, inconsistent methods many small businesses use. 

You probably don’t employ a human resources person in your business, and you may not be able to 

afford an expensive head-hunter. In this case it is worth spending some of your own time to plan 

your recruitment thoroughly. 

Take the time to identify what skills and qualities are really needed in the role 

It’s surprising how quickly job requirements can change. Previous job titles and position descriptions 

may now be dated and not reflect current needs.  

Minimum Viable Skillset (MVS) 

Ask yourself and your team:  

‘What is the absolute bottom line when it comes to the skills needed to fill this role?’ 

If you’re waiting to find someone who ticks absolutely every box, you might be waiting a long time. 

You might also miss out on employing a highly motivated, adaptable person who can learn parts of 

the job they don’t already know.  
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Aim to define a Minimum Viable Skillset. This is the essential skillset for your new worker. This list 

should be so fundamental, that if you take out even one of these skills, the person simply will not be 

able to do the job. 

A person with great personal qualities is often a better addition to a team than someone who ticks 

all the skill/qualification boxes but just doesn’t fit in your organisation. 

 

Write a simple job description 

Confer with your team members and write a straightforward description of the actual work that 

needs to be done. This should include: 

Role objective 

• What is essential for a person in this job to achieve?  

• Write a brief overview of the role and main objectives.  
 

Tasks and responsibilities 
• Detailed examples of what a person should expect to do on a daily basis in this role. 

• Describe the key responsibilities of the role. 

 

Selection criteria 
This should spell out the essential and desirable characteristics you are looking for:  

• Skills 

• Personal qualities 

• Type / level of experience 

• Qualifications / certifications.  

Again, this should focus on filling a real gap in skills, experience, and qualifications. This should be a 

‘must have’ set of requirements (rather than ‘nice to have’). 

The result should align exactly with the gap in your workforce line-up.  

Think laterally – don’t artificially restrict your pool of candidates 

Many people are now looking for a change of career direction, especially in occupations that were 

hard-hit by the COVID recession. It is worth considering highly motivated people who are looking for 

a change. There are talented people out there who may not have all the experience and knowledge 

you would normally seek, but their strong motivation and willingness to learn will soon compensate. 

Do you have a tendency to employ people in a certain age groups and not others?  

Give serious consideration to people in age-ranges you haven’t previously employed. An older 

person can bring a depth of knowledge and understanding (and sometimes common sense) that 

can’t be picked up in a short period of time. A young education-leaver can provide your team with 

fresh technological skills and an awareness of new market or industry trends. 

Some of us have subconscious preconceived notions about candidates from certain cultural 

backgrounds. 
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People with disabilities can be exceptionally valuable employees but are often not shortlisted for job 

interviews.  

Are you unnecessarily inflexible with employment conditions? 

Be flexible with employment conditions wherever you can. As Rosemary Guyatt from the Australian 

HR Institute (AHRI) says: “Offering flexibility will both open up the pool of candidates and also 

differentiate your offer: eg of candidate location, virtual work, start/finish times”. 

It is only logical that, by artificially limiting your pool of potential employees, you will be missing out 

on a significant sub-set of the capable people in the job market.  

 

Going to market – finding the needle in the haystack 

The higher the level of knowledge, skills and experience you require for your job, the more complex 

the recruitment task may be. 
 

Advertising on the big recruitment websites 
For some job categories you will need to market your vacancy very widely. This will probably mean 

using the big recruitment websites (you know the ones). 

One of the down-sides of the big recruitment websites is that, by their nature, they have huge 

numbers of vacancies advertised. It can be quite difficult for your job vacancy to attract candidates’ 

attention. 

Your vacancy needs to be a real stand-out in its category. It also needs to be carefully worded to 

target the types of candidates you need for your business.  

If your job advert is too broad and generic you will get a lot of inappropriate responses (you’ll 

probably get some of these regardless). 

On the other hand, if your job advert is too prescriptive and inflexible in its requirements you will 

rule out many good candidates (see Minimum Viable Skillset above). 
 

Using networks rather than mass exposure 
Using networks for recruitment can be highly effective, especially if you have a great reputation as 

an employer (see below). 

If you have large networks (at a local level, social media, or LinkedIn) you should consider using them 

to promote your job vacancy. 

 

Speak with other local business owners in your network or industry who have recently advertised. 

Did they have strong applicants whom they weren’t able to offer a job? These applicants are 

probably worth considering. 
 

Build relationships with education and training organisations 
Recent graduates or even current students can be good candidates for certain roles (such as 

apprenticeships and traineeships). Many recent graduates will be young people, who may suit your 

team very well, but mature age students are also sometimes available. 
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Some schools and tertiary institutions have career advisors and job placement specialists you can 

liaise with. 

If you haven’t already done so, think about partnering with TAFE or universities in their structured 

work experience or internship programs.  

 

Be prepared to train talented people – everyone needs to learn 

something 

This seems like a statement of the bleeding obvious. You probably have employed trainees or 

apprentices in the past. However, even for more senior roles, in a tight job market you might need 

to employ a person without all of the skills you need.  

Be sure to check what government subsidy programs are currently available to train new employees. 

These subsidies can help to offset the costs of hiring a less experienced person, especially in 

apprenticeship or traineeship positions.  

 

Aim to be an employer of choice – reputation matters! 

In a highly competitive job market, you and your business also need to be competitive. 

Reputation does matter, especially in job market where recruiting good people is difficult.  

Each business develops a reputation in the job market. This reputation can be positive or negative. 

Every small business operator knows that bad customer reviews can do a lot of damage. A less than 

satisfactory record as an employer can be just as damaging.  

Professional recruiters will tell you that business owners who regularly complain about having 

difficulties recruiting and retaining staff are sometimes those who have a negative reputation. 

A positive reputation often reflects how past and current employees have been treated. This can 

relate to fair pay and conditions, providing a safe and respectful work environment, as well as giving 

opportunities for advancement. 

Put yourself in a position where you can confidently market your business as an employer of choice 

in your industry. 

Employment value proposition 

• We all know how important a good value proposition is to customers — it’s the reason 

people buy from you. 

• Take a little time to work out what your value proposition is to a great candidate for your job 

vacancy. 

• If a skilled, experienced person has a choice of jobs, why should they choose to work for you? 

Perhaps it’s worth asking your current employees. 

• If you know what your value proposition is, write it down. 

• If you don’t think you have a strong value proposition, maybe you need to do some more 

work on becoming an employer of choice. 
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Selection techniques  
You’ve had applications from some promising candidates. So 

what’s next? 

The interview and beyond 

Job interviews are an imperfect, often unreliable selection method. This is partly because many 

small business owners are not trained behavioural interviewers.  

However, the harsh reality is that some candidates are adept at the interview game and some others 

(including many talented, capable people) perform very poorly at interviews. 

Even well-designed job interviews primarily test how good candidates are at job interviews, not how 

good they are at the job. 

Move quickly 

Rosemary Gyuatt from AHRI says “Speed to recruit in tight candidate markets is essential. Slow 

response and decision making will mean you lose candidates to other roles”. 

A planned, structured approach to recruitment is ultimately the most effective way to go. However, 

it’s important to streamline the process where you can. Shortlist applicants as soon as possible and 

make initial contact by phone or online.  

Don’t do face-to-face interviews with people who don’t stack up during your initial contact with 

them. 

‘Behavioural’ interview questions 

Yes, it is important to have an interview structure and to design you interview questions carefully. 

You should ask every interviewee (for a particular role) the same set of questions so you are making 

a fair comparison. 

Behavioural type questions are generally the most revealing.  

‘Behavioural interviewing is based on the assumption that past 

behaviour is the best predictor of future behaviour. Before 

entering into any job interview - behavioural or otherwise - an 

interviewer must identify what skills and competencies are 

required to perform this role. By asking you very detailed 

questions about past experiences and actions, the interviewer 

can then learn whether or not you possess the right qualities.1’  
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However, it is important to realise that many candidates are skilled at dealing with behavioural 

interviews. Some will perform well because they have ‘war-gamed’ the interview and know how to 

play the game. 

Wherever feasible, it is important to test an interviewee’s assertions about their skills, knowledge, or 

experience. This can be done by asking detailed follow-up questions, by structured testing, or by 

exposure to the workplace (see below). 

Exposure to the workplace 

Candidates will almost certainly show more of their true attributes when they spend time in the 

workplace with your team (and possibly your customers). This is why workplace trials are favoured 

by many employers (although these must be conducted in a lawful way).  

It is worth considering a brief introductory session on the shop floor or in the office as part of the 

interview process. This will require you to walk around your workplace with the candidate asking 

them how they would approach particular tasks. If possible, it is important to enable interactions 

with your existing team members and to observe these interactions. 

Some employers use a ‘job shadow’ method during which candidates in the final stage of the 

selection process are asked to shadow an existing team member while they are on the job. 

Experienced team members are trained to observe the candidate and ask questions where 

appropriate.  

Testing 

If you have a big recruitment budget, you might wish to pay for psychometric testing of shortlisted 

candidates. Because this is a costly process you need to be very sure of what you want out of it. 

 

“Psychometric testing is a standardised and scientific method 

designed to objectively assess a candidate’s suitability for a 

particular role based on their cognitive capability and 

personality—traits, which can be difficult to assess during a 

standard interview….The assessments can measure a range of 

attributes, including; motivation, intelligence and overall 

personality profile. Psychologists interpret the results based on 

their knowledge of links between these traits and job 

performance. The tests are tailored to specific tasks and 

industries to ensure all required skills are effectively screened.” 

(Recovery Partners, 2020) 

 

Aside from certifications that are mandatory in your industry, you might wish to use short aptitude 

tests that relate to essential requirements for workers in your business.  

This testing might be aimed at determining capabilities such as literacy, numeracy, computer 

literacy, or written communication.  

Some of these tests are readily available online but you might also wish to create your own brief 

tests that relate directly to tasks the person would need to perform on the job. These might be 
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practical tests, e.g. operating a forklift, creating an Excel spreadsheet for a particular function, 

operating a MIG welder, operating a cash register and giving change, etc.  

Normal workplace health and safety laws will apply to these practical tests, so they must be carefully 

set up and supervised. Candidates should be advised in advance that they will be required to 

undertake these practical activities. 

Reference checks 

This is another fraught aspect of the recruitment process. It is important to do reference checks 

(rather than just relying on written references) but it’s also important to understand the 

shortcomings of this process. 

 

• It is natural for candidates only to provide you with details of referees who they think will 

give favourable reports (and this is the way it usually works). 
 

• To get the most out of reference checks you need to be prepared to ask pressing questions 

of the referees, and not accept glib answers without asking for more revealing details. 

 

Of course, there are a few essential questions to ask all work referees: 
 

• How long was the person employed? 

• What were the person’s role and responsibilities? 

• Did you directly supervise this person? If so, how long did you supervise her/him? 

• Why did the person leave the job? 

• How would you describe the person’s attitude to work? 

• How did this person contribute to the effectiveness and cohesion of the team? 

• If given the chance, would you hire the candidate again? Why / or why not? 

 

Some more pressing questions include: 
 

• Was this person above average, average, or below average in terms of quality of work?    

• Was this person above average, average, or below average in terms of productivity? 

• Were there any occasions where the candidate did not successfully complete tasks? 

(Describe). 

• In what aspects of the role was this person most effective? 

• In what aspects of the role was this person least effective? 

• How did the person respond to constructive criticism? An example?  

 

If you’re not satisfied with the type of referees the candidate has listed, you can always ask for 

additional referees. This is particularly the case when a candidate has not listed their line manager or 

direct supervisor as a referee. If there is a problem with their manager this may warrant further 

questions about previous work relationships. 
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Probationary period 

In many jurisdictions employers are entitled to put employees on a probation period at the start of 

their employment. The Fair Work Ombudsman provides information and resources relating to 

probationary periods.  

Probation periods can be a very useful means of checking a new employee’s suitability for the role. 

However, there are strict legal parameters, so it is important to make sure you are abiding by the 

law when dealing with employee probation. 

 

Build your talent pool  

Sometimes, you will get a surprisingly strong field of candidates for a particular job. You should 

consider keeping the details of really promising candidates for a short period of time. Look for 

opportunities to offer work to great candidates who were initially unsuccessful. 

 

Share your recruitment tips with COSBOA 

The labour market continues to rapidly evolve. Many small business owners will discover new 

solutions to solve their recruitment problems. Please feel free to let the COSBOA team know about 

great tips for finding great staff, so we can share them.  

We strongly recommend a visit to the Australia HR Institute (AHRI) website Recruitment and 

selection (ahri.com.au) which has a wealth of resources available.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.fairwork.gov.au/employee-entitlements/types-of-employees/probation
https://www.ahri.com.au/resources/ahriassist/recruitment-and-selection/
https://www.ahri.com.au/resources/ahriassist/recruitment-and-selection/
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