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Introduction
Following a summer focussed on remote onboarding and 
management of new intakes of trainees, many employers 
are now turning to the prospects of a new, and fully remote, 
recruitment cycle for 2021.  

With the impact of COVID restrictions looming well into the 
first half of next year, employers can no longer afford to take 
the ‘wait and see’ approach that we saw many adopting in 
the Spring of 2020. 

Resourcing plans for 2021 need to consider:

» How many people are required? 
» What skills and experiences are needed? 
»  What recruitment processes need to change 

from this time last year?

Early feedback from the Institutes suggests that whilst 
2020 is holding up better than expected in terms of 
intake numbers, numbers recruited have dropped 
overall in comparison to 2019. 

With increasing numbers of graduates and school 
leavers looking towards secure careers such as those 
in accountancy and finance, the 2021 recruitment 
landscape is looking to be a competitive one, with 
larger talent pools than in previous years.

2020, for many employers, has been all about how to 
onboard new recruits into their business. For 2021, it 
is the recruitment process that needs to evolve.

http://www.firstintuition.co.uk
http://www.fourthestatecreative.com
mailto:clientsupport@fi.co.uk?subject=FI employer insight report enquiry&body=I’d like to hear more about how FI can help my organisation manage our training programmes. You can contact me as follows: Name:Organisation:Location:Phone:


Why does the recruitment process need to evolve?
The market for accountancy trainees is very different

Uncertainty is the only 
thing that people are 
certain of” 
Institute of Student Employers

Recent research from the Institute of Student Employers (ISE) noted 
that the graduate recruitment market in particular mirrors problems 
in the wider economyi. With graduate recruitment numbers in decline 
it is clear that the market will not recover straight away, and that 
employers seeking graduates for intakes in 2021 will face a number of 
challenges, including:

»  Candidates will have fewer ‘life’ experiences to make CVs stand 
out – no world trips, fewer internships, no sporting achievements 
and limited recent part-time work experience in sectors such as 
hospitality. 

»  There may be more experienced and mature candidates in the 
market seeking a career change. 

»  There will potentially be more school leavers looking for employment 
than ever before, amidst concerns about the value for money and 
quality of experience of a three-year undergraduate degree.

»  The usual academic entry requirements will be a less reliable 
measure of potential, given the ongoing disruption to final years of 
degree and A Level teaching and assessment. 

»  Young people may choose to prolong their time in education, 
particularly graduates who may otherwise have sought graduate 
training programmes going into post-graduate study. 

On top of these factors, greater levels of anxiety and nerves will be 
very visible in candidates – with fewer jobs, more competition, more 
individuals feeling isolated and concerns about exams, it will be 
harder for individuals to make their true potential shine through in any 
recruitment process.
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Both the research from ISE and our own experience of recent intakes 
shows that employment and training opportunities have not disappeared 
altogether, but does indicate that the number of opportunities are 
contracting overall as we head into 2021ii. 

This would support an assumption that there will be a larger talent pool 
for accountancy and finance recruitment in the UK over the coming 12 
months. Certainly, with one in five graduates typically joining the leisure, 
retail and transport sectors within a year of graduatingiii, sectors such as 
accountancy and finance are likely to be much more attractive to a wider 
group of aspiring professionals than in previous years.

Job security may 
be more valued over 
starting salaries, holiday 
allowances and pay 
increases.

Employers and recruiters are likely to find the following factors 
important to candidates who are seeking their next opportunity:

»  Job security may be more valued over starting salaries, holiday 
allowances and pay increases.

»  Flexibility – in terms of working hours and location – will be a factor 
in decision making.

»  Learning and development – how is training delivered, and how 
will new recruits be supported with their development? Here, the 
experience matters as much as the content, particularly to those 
who have had their last year in education delivered via a variable 
quality of study modes. This is where your choice of training provider 
is really important.

»  Networks and peer groups – how will new recruits build their 
network within the organisation? With remote working, the support 
of a peer group is even more important and candidates will want to 
know how this is supported.

»  Wellbeing support and how culture has been maintained is likely to be 
important to those who have had experience of the workplace in COVID.

All of these areas should feature in any recruitment campaigns to 
ensure you are attracting the best candidates for your vacancies.

Will the recruitment market be more or less competitive? 
Do you need to review your offering?
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How can the recruitment process evolve? 
Whilst it brings its challenges, the current situation also offers an 
opportunity to evolve recruitment processes to attract the best hires.

Attraction

1.  Consider widening the audience you are targeting – whether its 
school-leavers, experienced hires, or career changers – in doing 
so you may find people more suited to the needs of your business 
going into 2021.iv

2.  Consider introducing blind screening and other assessment tools 
which can improve the diversity of candidates moving through to 
interview stage – many of which can be introduced remotely.  

3.  Where do your new recruits need to be based? Is your busines 
considering a reduction of your premises post COVID and/or an 
increased shift towards home working? If so, there’s no reason 
why you can’t expand your net beyond candidates based locally to 
increase your chances of finding great people.

4.  What messages are you using to attract the best candidates? 
Consider promoting job security, unrivalled support and training or 
wellbeing support within your campaigns.

5.  Consider your entry requirements for graduates and school-leavers. 
What assurances can you provide for potential 2021 hires around 
any disruption to school and university studies and the security of 
their place with you? Could you consider some form of guaranteed 
placement/short term contract for those who do not achieve your 
standard entry requirements to allow those who have passed 
through your recruitment processes to prove their capabilities, 
before putting them onto a formal training scheme?
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Interviews and assessment centresv

Whatever your process, there’s no doubt that interviews and 
assessment centres are harder to replicate remotely. Conducting 
these activities well has such an important impact on the ability of the 
candidate to put their best selves forward. 

1.  Ensure that your online assessment processes are robust so that you 
are only devoting time to ‘meet’ those candidates that have already 
demonstrated they can perform the basic functions of their role.

2.  Make building rapport a key focus at the outset of each interview – 
take five minutes to get to know the candidate before diving into the 
formal questions.

3.  Use a consistent question structure and train interviewers on 
what to cover and how to assess each stage of the interview. 
You can also (with the candidates’ permission) record a selection 
of interviews to use as training material for future interviewers. 
Ensure that all candidates are provided with consistent preparation 
material to provide a level playing field.

4.  Ensure that each interview candidate meets more than one – and 
preferably three – people within your organisation. This will remove 
individual subjectivity and will also give the candidate a better 
picture of what its like to work in your organisation.

5.  If you are proceeding with assessment centres in addition to 
interviews, give candidates the chance to ‘meet’ each other in the 
absence of assessors and in advance of the assessment centre 
commencing, or provide ice-breaker activities. Use break-out 
rooms within the virtual meeting software to ensure that everyone 
gets a chance to have their contribution heard. 

Whatever your process, 
there’s no doubt 
that interviews and 
assessment centres 
are harder to replicate 
remotely.



What are the other options?
A last option available to employers is to take no action at all and delay 
your 2021 recruitment altogether. It is worth considering whether 
you need to start recruitment now, or delay until the Spring – this is 
especially true if you are uncertain of your medium-term resourcing 
requirements.

Advantages of delaying recruitment

»  Greater certainty of everything!

»  Your organisation may be able to carry out in-person interviews/ 
assessment centres.

»  Ongoing disruption in the economy may mean that competition for 
jobs is heightened, giving you access to strong candidates beyond 
the typical recruitment cycle.

Disadvantages of delaying recruitment

»  For potential recruits, job security and firm offers will be important. 
Not recruiting early may mean your organisation misses out on the 
best recruits. 

»  There is no guarantee that restrictions will be lifted by the Spring, 
and so time may be wasted in waiting for the situation to change. 

»  Later recruits mean less opportunity for pre-boarding activities to 
support a successful onboarding of your 2021 intakes. Not recruiting early may 

mean your organisation 
misses out on the best 
recruits. 
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How do you decide next steps?
Whilst your process and approach may need to evolve, now isn’t the 
time to tear up everything that’s worked for your business before and 
start from scratch. 

A good first step would be to review everything you did for recruitment 
of your intakes in 2020:

1. Did you achieve your objectives?
• Number of trainees
• Quality of trainees
• Timing of intake/s

If yes, move onto step 2, if no, move on to step 3:

2.  List every activity and stage of your 2020 recruitment process, 
and determine whether each activity needs:
• To be amended – if so how?
• To be cancelled – if so, will it need to be replaced with anything?
• To be delayed – if so, to when?
• To be delivered by someone else – if so, who?

3.	 	If	you	did	not	achieve	your	objectives	for	your	2020	intakes,	
focus on re-assessing the following: 
•  The competitor market – salaries, benefits, and context to 

reneged and declined offers (If you made offers that were declined 
this is a sign of a less competitive package).

•  Where you advertised and your target audiences – what needs to 
change?

•  On what basis did you screen applications? Academic 
background, personal subjectiveness – what needs to change?

•  Your choice of training provider – how do they enhance your 
offering of quality training and support?

•  Once you have considered these areas and identified what needs 
to change, go back to step 2.



Recruit to retain
The pitfalls of poorly managed or misjudged recruitment 
activities are well documented. Whilst employers in our 
sector are experienced in hiring successfully, the impact 
of COVID must be evaluated - what has worked in the 
past won’t necessarily work for the next phase in the 
recruitment cycle.  

Training providers can support employers in this review 
by sharing their experiences of working with recent 
intakes. They can bring employers together to share best 
practice and discuss concerns. Training providers can 
also provide guidance on new or adjusted programmes for 
different groups of hire, such as school leavers and more 
experienced hires, and can advise on the likely impacts of 
delayed intakes. 

i   Institute of Student Employers. (2020). Covid-19: Global impacts on graduate recruitment.   
 London: Institute of Student Employers.

ii   www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/coronavirus-briefing-note-graduate-students
iii   As above
iv   Visit our website for case studies and guidance on the implementation of school leaver   

 programmes: www.firstintuition.co.uk/employers
v   With thanks to our talent partners at Instant Impact for tips on conducting interviews and   

 assessment centres remotely – www.instant-impact.com

The number of employers who are looking ahead to 2021 
intakes is really promising, and we are continuing to hear 
from employers who want to plan ahead for their next 
round of recruits. By taking the steps we’ve outlined into 
consideration, this will help to ensure that the trainees of 
2021 intakes are right for the organisations they are joining 
and can make well informed decisions on what is such an 
important step for their future careers.

What has worked in the 
past won’t necessarily 
work for the next phase in 
the recruitment cycle.
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