
 

 
 

JOBSEEKER’S GUIDE TO WORKING WITH RECRUITERS 
 

At some point in your job search, you may consider working with a recruiter. It can be helpful to understand 
more about the recruiting industry, and how recruiters work. 
 
The staffing services industry overall is comprised of three segments: 
• Temporary Help 
• Professional Employer Organizations (PEOs) 
• Search Firms/Placement Agencies 
 
Temporary help services place candidates for specified time periods — often to meet peak demand or to 
substitute for absent permanent employees. Workers employed by temporary help agencies work in all 
sectors, but primarily manufacturing, services (including administrative support), and labor (including 
construction and janitorial services). 
 
Professional Employer Organizations (PEOs) — also known as employee leasing agencies — contract with 
employers to provide employees for specific functions. The candidate actually is employed by the PEO but is 
leased to a client company. The PEO pays the employee’s wages, handles taxes, and ensures compliance with 
state and federal laws. PEOs can often provide employees with access to benefits (retirement, and health and 
dental insurance) that small employers can’t provide on their own. 
 
Search firms/placement agencies (also referred to as executive recruiters or headhunters), find candidates to 
fill permanent (and sometimes, contract-to-permanent) roles.  
 
The focus of this guide is on the third category — search firms, an industry that encompasses approximately 
7,500 companies with combined annual revenue in excess of $7 billion, according to Hoover’s business 
research. It is estimated that between 3% to 15% of jobs are filled by recruiters. 
 

What Does the Recruiter Do? 
The recruiter has three responsibilities: to obtain specifications for a particular candidate placement, identify 
candidates who meet those specifications, and make the match between jobseeker and employer. To 
accomplish those three tasks, the recruiter may review several hundred résumés and make dozens of phone 
calls. 
 
The recruiter sources candidates and presents them to the employer. At that point, the hiring manager can 
choose to interview some (or all) of the candidates, or the hiring manager will further refine the criteria for 
the assignment and request additional candidates. The process continues until a hire is made. 
 
Who Pays the Recruiter? 
Recruiters are paid by the companies that hire them to find an employee. Typically, the fee is based on the 
salary paid to the new employee — anywhere from 10 to 35 percent of the first year’s compensation. Because 
recruiters are paid by the hiring firm, it’s important to remember that they don’t work for you — the 
jobseeker. You’re not paying their fee; the hiring company is. The placement fee does not come out of your 
salary — rather, it’s a fee paid on top of the salary and benefits that you receive. That is, if you are being paid 



 

$50,000 a year, and the placement fee is 20%, the hiring company pays you your full salary and the recruiting 
firm is also paid $10,000. There is no fee to you — as the jobseeker — for using the recruiter to find your job. 
 
Retained recruiters are often paid a higher fee than contingency recruiters. For contingency recruiters, there is 
no second place. If their candidate is not selected, they don’t get paid. 
 
For contingency recruiters, the placement must “stick” for 3-6 months in order for them to get paid (and keep 
their commission).  
 

How to Get Your Résumé To A Recruiter 
Recruiters are looking for candidates that are a close match to what an employer has outlined as the hiring 
requirements for the position. In essence, they are looking for square pegs for square holes. If your work 
history and accomplishments meets their current or future needs, they may add you to their database. 
Recruiters may contact you if they have a position that fits your profile — or they may make contact to ask you 
to recommend other people who might be interested in an opening they are recruiting for. 
 
Finding A Recruiter 
There are many ways to connect with a recruiter. Sometimes, a recruiter will find you. This is particularly true 
if you have specialized, in-demand skills. If you post your résumé to an online job board, you are likely to 
receive contact from recruiters. Others may identify you through a professional association you’re a member 
of, or through mentions of your work that appear online (for example, blogs, articles, and publications). 
 
LinkedIn is also one of the most common ways to be “found” by a recruiter. Recent surveys indicate that 93% 
of recruiters use LinkedIn to identify candidates. You are more likely to be found on LinkedIn if you have a 
complete profile that is optimized with specific keywords and accomplishments. Recruiters are always looking 
for good candidates to add to their database. 
 
But you don’t need to wait to be found to work with a recruiter. Proactively making a connection with one or 
more recruiters can be a good strategy, even if you are not currently looking for a new position. 
 
LinkedIn can be an effective way for you to make a connection with a recruiter. Use the “Advanced People 
Search” function on LinkedIn to find recruiters in your field or specialty. 
 
When you are signed into your LinkedIn account, in the upper right hand corner, click on the “Advanced” link 
next to the People search box. 
 

 
 
Search the “Keywords” or “Title” field for recruiter and keywords and industries relevant for your field, like 
“engineering,” “manufacturing,” or “technology.” You can then narrow down the search by other criteria, like 
location.  
 



 

 
 
You can continue refining the results until you come up with a few names to contact. 
 
Google can also help you find recruiters. Search Google (http://www.google.com) using a search such as “IT 
Recruiter Las Vegas” or “Engineering Recruiter San Antonio.” You can also search Google and job boards for 
jobs posted by recruiters. If you find postings for positions similar to the one you’re interested in, you can 
make contact with the recruiter and present yourself for other opportunities. 
 
You can also use a résumé distribution research firm to identify targeted recruiters to contact. For example, 
Profile Research (http://www.profileresearch.com) can research and develop lists of recruiters that are 
looking for candidates with your qualifications and expertise. For a fee, they will identify the recruiters and 
distribute your résumé and cover letter to these individuals (either via e-mail or offline). 
 
You can use free and paid online directories to access recruiters as well.  
 
Kennedy Career Services (http://www.kennedycareerservices.com/) maintains an online directory of 
recruiters. They also publish an annual print directory of recruitment firms (“The Directory of Executive and 
Professional Recruiters,” also known as the “Recruiter Red Book”). 
 
SearchFirm 
One free directory option is SearchFirm (http://www.searchfirm.com). Designed to help executive search firms 
connect with corporate clients, jobseekers can search the database by specialty, geography, and recruiter 
name. 
 

http://www.google.com/
http://www.profileresearch.com/
http://www.kennedycareerservices.com/
http://recruiterredbook.com/home
http://recruiterredbook.com/home
http://www.searchfirm.com/


 

 
 
NPA (The Worldwide Recruiting Network) 
Jobseekers can also search the online directory of The Worldwide Recruiting Network 
(http://www.npaworldwide.com/DIRECTORY/) to find member firms. 
 

 
 
The NPA website also has a job search tool for jobseekers to view listings posted by recruiters within their 
network. Search the NPA Job Board by job title, keywords, and/or specialties 
(http://jobs.npaworldwide.com/indexj.html). 
 
 

http://www.npaworldwide.com/DIRECTORY/
http://jobs.npaworldwide.com/indexj.html


 

 
 
Often the best way to find a recruiter, however, is through a referral from someone you know. Talking with co-
workers in your field to see who they have worked with is a great way to find a recruiter. If there’s a specific 
company you want to work for, you can also make a connection with someone in their human resources 
department and ask if there is a specific recruiter or recruiting firm they work with often. 
 
Research your recruiter. See if he or she has been involved in any high-profile searches in your industry (these 
are sometimes profiled in industry publications). Google your recruiter’s name and see what job postings he or 
she has listed online. You are trusting your personal information and reputation to your recruiter, so trusting 
him or her is essential. 
 

Targeting Your Résumé For Recruiters 
Recruiters — especially contingency recruiters — have different expectations for résumés than hiring 
managers. Some recruiting firms standardize the résumés of candidates they submit to a hiring manager at a 
company. If a recruiter asks you to make changes to your résumé, you will generally want to make the 
changes, but only for use with that recruiter. Don’t change the résumé you use in your own job search to 
conform to the requests of one recruiter. 
 
Recruiters may review hundreds of résumés a day, so your recruiter-targeted résumé will only get a brief look. 
It’s important to identify the highlights of what makes you unique (sometimes called your personal brand or 



 

personal positioning) in the top one-third page of the résumé so that it is immediately clear who you are and 
what you do.  
 
 

Recruiting Etiquette 
Speed is one of the most critical factors when working with a recruiting firm, especially contingency recruiters. 
Being responsive to a recruiter’s requests is very important. If a recruiter is trying to reach you to discuss an 
opportunity, they will want to talk to you right away, and will likely move on to someone else if you are hard 
to reach. However, you should also be aware that searches that involve a recruiter could take longer to 
complete than when applying for a position directly with the company. 
 
Remember too that recruiters are often working on numerous search assignments simultaneously. Many 
recruiting firms require a minimum number of successful placements each month for the recruiter to keep his 
or her job. Consequently, be mindful of the recruiter’s time when you make contact. 
 
Build a relationship with a recruiter. As a general rule, you should always take a recruiter’s call, even if you are 
not looking for a new position. A recruiter in your industry can provide valuable industry information, and you 
can be a good source of information for the recruiter as well. Be a good contact for an industry/sector 
recruiter — keep your eyes and ears open for opportunities and candidates and share that information with 
the recruiter. 
 
Referrals are also appreciated by recruiters. If you are not a fit for an opportunity you are contacted about, 
but you can recommend someone else, share that information. 
 
Don’t contact too many recruiters — especially at the same firm. Recruiters often have access to an internal 
candidate management system that allows them to see what contact you’ve had with other recruiters within 
the firm, and other positions you’ve applied for. 
 
Let your recruiter know when you are working with another recruiter. If two contingency recruiters submit 
you as a candidate to the same firm, you may not considered by the client company at all, even if you are a 
perfect match. Companies don’t want to mediate an argument between recruiters about who “owns” the 
candidate (and, consequently, who would receive the commission if the successful placement is made). 
 
If you are working with a recruiter, don’t apply for the same positions you are being submitted to as a 
candidate. You may end up inadvertently disqualifying yourself because the employer doesn’t want to risk a 
recruiter making a claim for a commission if you are hired directly. If you see a position advertised and are 
contacted by a recruiter for the same opportunity, you can decide whether you want to apply directly, or be 
submitted as a candidate by the recruiter. If you have a networking contact at the company, you may decide 
to apply directly. Otherwise, if you would be a good fit for the role, a good recruiter can get you in front of a 
hiring manager more easily than you could get noticed yourself. (This is particularly true if the employer uses 
an applicant tracking system to screen résumés. Recruiters can often reach hiring managers directly.) 
 

Special Concerns About Working With Recruiters 
One of the most important issues when working with recruiters is communication. Keep the recruiter 
informed about other interviews you have, and other companies you are applying to. Be clear about what you 
want — and be honest with the recruiter. 



 

 
Confidentiality and Working With Recruiters 
If you are happy in your current job, you may not want your résumé widely distributed. Have an honest 
discussion with your recruiter about this issue. Be sure the recruiter agrees to check with you before 
submitting your résumé for any opportunity. 
 
Salary Negotiation and Recruiters 
Be honest with your recruiter about your current compensation — and what you want to make. Recruiters can 
also be a good source of salary information and will often tell you if you are underpaid or are making above-
average compensation for your experience and skills. 
 
Turnover in the Recruiting Industry Is Common 
The average tenure of a recruiter — especially contingency recruiters — is two years or less. Most recruiters 
begin their careers as contingency recruiters. Because contingency positions are commission-based and 
depend on placements, there is a high degree of turnover in these positions. 
 

Myths About Recruiters 
There are many myths and misconceptions about recruiters, and it’s important to separate fact from fiction. 
 
Myth: You Should Only Work With One Recruiter At A Time 
You can — and should — work with multiple recruiters (2-3) at a time. Recruiters often have a relationship 
with many companies — but certainly not all companies in an industry. So working with a few recruiters 
simultaneously can help you be exposed to multiple opportunities. But make sure you let your recruiters know 
who else you are working with — and what companies they are submitting you to. 
 
Myth: A Recruiter Will Help Me Find a Job 
Remember, recruiters get paid by a company for filling a position, so they don’t work for you — they work for 
the employer paying their fee. Working with a recruiter is just one component in a well-rounded job search 
(along with networking, direct contact with employers, and other methods). 
 
Myth: Recruiters Can Help Me Make a Career Change 
Recruiters are often working from very specific search assignments where the employing company’s criteria is 
well-defined. Therefore, they are looking to find candidates with those specific qualifications, not someone 
with an interest in the field. The better your credentials meet the search assignment specifications, the more 
likely you will be considered as a candidate, and the more likely you will be successfully placed in the role. If 
you are looking to make a career change, working with a recruiter isn’t likely to be an effective strategy. 
 
Myth: There’s No Cost to Working With a Recruiter 
You should not be charged a fee by the recruiter for placing you in a position; however, you may incur some 
expenses related to your work with a recruiter. For example, if you are asked by the recruiter to make changes 
to your résumé, you may need to work with your résumé writer to create a version of your résumé for that 
recruiter. The recruiter may also recommend resources for you — such as interview training and coaching — 
that may help you be more effective in your interviews. Some recruiters will pay for these services for you — 
or provide them to you directly — to make you more marketable. However, you should always feel free not to 
spend any money on services recommend by recruiters. 
 



 

Be aware that there are unscrupulous practitioners out there who promote themselves as recruiters but 
charge jobseekers large fees to help them access job opportunities. Not only are these not legitimate 
recruiters, but they often do not deliver on their promises. While you can — and should — employ the 
services of legitimate career industry professionals such as professional résumé writers and career coaches to 
assist in your job search, do not be misled by someone asking for a substantial investment ($3,000 or more) in 
exchange for access to “hidden” jobs or “preferred” opportunities. And legitimate recruiters will never ask for 
the jobseeker to pay a fee — before, during, or after placement. 
 

Things To Watch Out For 
You may hear horror stories from other jobseekers about experiences with their recruiters. Because 
contingency recruiters only get paid when a placement is made, some recruiters may waste your time with 
positions that aren’t a good fit, or pressure you to take a job so they can make a fee.  
 
Another common recruiter issue is jobseekers who respond to job postings for positions that don’t exist. This 
can be a way for a recruiter to build up his or her database, but it’s frustrating for jobseekers.  
 
Be careful what paperwork you sign. Some recruiting firms want “exclusivity” with your job search, meaning 
that if you end up getting hired for a company they’ve had contact with (even if they weren’t involved in your 
specific job search), they may contact the employer and make a claim for a commission, and use the contract 
you signed as proof of what they are due. This can result in unnecessary hassles for you and your new 
employer, so make sure you carefully read any paperwork you’re asked to sign. 
 
More often however, the reason for a mismatch with a recruiter is simply in communication style — recruiters 
who call too often, or ones who won’t return your call. In these situations, it’s often best to simply start 
working with a different recruiter — one who you have better rapport with. If you find the recruiter isn’t as 
helpful as you expected, remember that you’re not the one paying his or her salary. 
 
 
 
 
 


