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Abstract

When the economy of a country starts to expand or collapse in wealth, it is
reflected in the labor market with an impact on employment and personnel
recruitment processes. The aim of this article is to investigate the relationship
between personnel recruitment and job market imbalances in the various de-
velopmental conditions of the macroeconomic environment. Research find-
ings show that employers tend to adopt more active, formal, competitive,
targeted, and selective search behaviors in the positive cycles of the economy
and employment. Conversely, in downturns of the economy and employ-
ment, employers tend to be more passive and defensive, relying on informal
relationships and, in some cases, institutional intermediaries. Research con-
tributions, managerial implications and limits of this study conclude the ar-
ticle.
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1. Introduction

There are many contributing factors which influence companies in their re-
search strategies for personnel: the size of the company, the characteristics of
employment, the social environment, market strategies, labor policies and tech-
nologies'. One of these factors is the labor market seen from an economic con-
text. When the economy of a country is in a state of expansion or contraction in
wealth, it is reflected in the labor market, causing changes in employment. In-
ternational research has confirmed various aspects of this phenomenon. The
Demos survey found that the contingent imbalances in the labor market can

unexpectedly alter the balance of power between the demand and supply of la-

'Personnel recruitment is the set of decisions and actions taken by the employer to identify, attract
and find suitable candidates to fill vacant job positions resulting from the business planning process.
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bor, influencing personnel recruitment strategies [1]. The Kelly Services survey
found that personnel recruitment is perceived differently in the world among
countries with advanced economies and developing countries [2]. The Recrui-
ter.com report [3] shows how information and communication technologies
(ICT) are used today to support searches for more sophisticated staff both in
conditions of high demand and high labor supply’.

The aim of this article is to investigate the relationship between personnel re-
cruitment and labor market imbalances in the various conditions of develop-
ment in a macroeconomic context. This article, therefore, addresses the follow-
ing issues: the relationships between economic cycles and labor market imbal-
ances; personnel recruitment and research behavior in conditions of imbalance
in the labor market; a verification of these relationships in the Italian regional
labor markets. Summary of results, contributions to research, managerial impli-
cations and limitations of the study conclude the article. Empirical research, stu-
dies, textbooks, surveys, reports, national and international data and statistics
published on the subject were used. All these sources have been taken from the
google scholar database by typing the following keywords: personnel recruit-
ment, staffing, economic cycles, labor market imbalances, and selecting the
sources that explicitly dealt with the topic of personnel recruitment in condi-

tions of imbalance in the labor market.

2. Economic Cycles and Labor Market Imbalances

The labor market is a part of the environment in which a company interacts in
order to carry out some of its human resource management strategies. From a
business perspective, the labor market stratifies into levels relatively interdepen-
dent of each other [4] [5] [6]. A general level, common to all companies, in
which the labor market is seen as an aggregate of supply and demand and as a
set of institutional rules and actors. In this case, we talk about the general labor
market. There is a sectoral level that focuses on the dynamics of labor supply and
demand and on the institutions that regulate it in relation to specific production
sectors, geographical areas or professional groups. In this case, we talk about the
target labor market. Also in a company level, the demand and supply dynamics
of labor and regulatory mechanisms are considered within the boundaries of a
specific organization. In this case, we talk about internal labor markets [7] [8]
[9].

The labor market, like any other market, tends to converge towards positions
of equilibrium according to the quantities demanded and offered, but this does

not necessarily satisfy all the actors in the system: jobs may remain vacant, un-

’Demos is a British think tank. It has conducted a recruitment study based on over 40 interviews

with industry professionals, a workshop and an analysis of the literature on the subject. Kelly
Services, a leading global company in the field of human resources services with a turnover of 5.4
billion dollars in 2014, has collected the opinions of more than 2000 selection process managers in
10 countries around the world, including Russia, India, Germany, Switzerland and Singapore.
Recruiter.com is an online recruitment platform. It has produced a hypertext report with reflections,
testimonies and data on current trends in recruitment technologies.
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employment high, wages on the limits of subsistence [10] [11]. Numerous stu-
dies of economic matrices have shown that the general macroeconomic condi-
tions of a country can alter the balance [12] [13] [14] [15]. The studies which
have most grasped the relationship between the labor market and general eco-
nomic conditions can be traced back to The Theories of Economic Cycles [10]
[16] [17] [18] [19].

According to the theories of cycles, the temporal dynamics of the economy are
characterized by a succession of expansive and recessive periods that influence
both the demand for labor, creating or destroying jobs [12], and job offers, en-
couraging (or not) participation in the market, influencing the resilience of job
seekers, and raising or lowering their wage expectations. These cycles may in-
volve the general labor market or individual productive sectors, particular geo-
graphical areas or specific professional groups. This is what happens, for exam-
ple, in mature or innovative sectors, in depressed and developed regional areas,
for specific professions, trades or job positions.

In the expansive cycles of the economy, the prospects for growth in market
demand multiply production opportunities, leading to an increase in job vacan-
cies and employment®’. When the demand for labor rises, companies tend to lim-
it turnover, offer higher salaries, compete with other employers to attract a
scarce workforce, lower recruitment standards, and use more sophisticated re-
cruitment techniques [10] [20] [21] [22] [23].

However, these phases of expansion are not always characterized by an in-
crease in demand and a reduction in unemployment. This is because the active
population can increase participation in the labor market, attracted to a greater
probability of employment, or due to the relationship between demand and
supply not being realized efficiently [23]. Furthermore, there are reasons as to
why there may be a delay or absence of employment growth. It is attributable to
specific corporate behavior. Companies can reorganize their work by eliminating
or combining unnecessary or expensive organizational positions or investing in
technologies that increase labor productivity without having to increase staff
numbers. They can also use slack resources by resorting to overtime work, re-
gaining the efficiency of underused personnel, changing part-time contracts, and
encouraging internal mobility. Lastly, companies could reuse workers who have
been laid-off without affecting unemployment statistics [26] [27].

In the recessionary cycles of the economy, the reduction in market demand

*Vacancies are defined as the number of positions not covered by personnel that the employer must
fill to meet the company’s needs for the production of goods and services. The vacancy does not
always give rise to an explicit and public demand for work because the employer may not be aware
of the real needs for personnel or may decide to rationalize the organization of work without
increasing the workforce [24] or even decide to use the internal labor market. When a vacancy is
made explicit in quantitative terms and made public in the labor market it can be used as a proxy for
the economic cycle and labor demand [11] [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] [30] [31]. ISTAT has given a
rigorous but more restrictive definition than the one just described, consistent with its purpose of
statistical survey. For vacancy, the statistical institute means those “paid, new or existing jobs, vacant
or about to become so, for which the employer actively seeks, on a certain date, a suitable candidate
outside the company and is willing to make additional efforts to find it” [32] [33].
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discourages the productive ambitions of companies that aim to implement
strategies to reduce or limit employment, with the result that the demand for
labor tends to decrease or to completely disappear. This leads to an excess of la-
bor supply with a relative lowering of average salary levels in the market. Under
these conditions companies are inclined: a) to favor the outflows of personnel
(layoffs, early retirements, relocation of excess personnel); b) to maintain em-
ployment in the internal labor market by enhancing existing human capital (re-
ductions in working hours, part-time contracts, work sharing) [10] [20]; ¢) to
raise the quality standards of recruitment should a certain number of positions
need to be filled. But the phases of depression are not always accompanied by an
increase in unemployment. Indeed, it is possible that, due to excessive competi-
tion on the supply side and the general decrease in wages, part of the workforce
becomes inactive and is not included in unemployment statistics. Firms may also
have a distorted perception of the regressive cycle by underestimating its extent
and duration or evaluating institutional restrictions on dismissal as overly bur-
densome by deciding to maintain existing employment. So there are many rea-
sons that lead to the existence of correlations between trends in the economy,
the labor market and the organizational behavior of companies. Some of these
behaviors, as we have seen, concern recruitment. It is worthwhile to take a closer
look at what the effects of these correlations have on personnel recruitment

processes.

3. Imbalances in Labor Markets and Personnel Recruitment

The studies which have looked into the relationship between the labor market
and the personnel recruitment can be linked back to Job Search Theory [10] [34]
[35] [36] [37]. In the presence of an imperfect labor market and information
asymmetry between those who buy and those who sell, the search for personnel,
like any other process of searching for goods and services, generates costs and
takes time [28] [38] [39]. The employer sets the minimum acceptable employ-
ment standard for a worker to be hired (reservation quality) based on their own
scale of preference and looks for people to hire until the marginal benefits ob-
tainable from subsequent research are greater than the necessary marginal costs
to carry them out. Once the employer has ascertained the quality of a worker
through selection methods (curriculum vitae, tests, questionnaires, simulations,
interviews, references, internships, trial periods, etc.), and it is greater than or
equal to the estimated minimal standard, the research process will stop and the
worker will be hired, otherwise the process will continue [10] [37]. According to
research theory, the problem with imperfect markets and information asymme-
tries is tackled by improving the processes of production and dissemination of
information on the labor market. This tends to be carried out not only on the
individual initiative of those who demand and supply labor but also through la-
bor policies and third-party intermediaries that guarantee information services

and market transparency.
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For informative purposes, problems posed to employers related to market
imbalances (finding qualified personnel, discriminating against excess work-
force, reducing the time and cost of recruitment, predicting job seeking beha-
viors) place the issue of effectiveness at the center of the debate of informa-
tion-based personnel recruitment. Many studies focus on these aspects. The
study by Henkens et al. based on multiple regression techniques, considered the
labor market as the independent variable and recruitment strategies as the out-
come variables [14]. The study found that in areas where unemployment was
lower, employers’ recruitment efforts were more intense as organizations faced
problems with labor shortages and high competition.

Sabatier argues that the recruitment process is much more complex when the
competition between companies is high while it becomes easier when a large
number of jobseekers are available [15]. In the event of excess labor demand, the
ratio between the number of applications and the available places tends to be
lower. This pushes companies to compete with each other to attract valuable
human resources that are not abundant on the market: the reservation wages of
job seekers tend to increase, making it harder and more expensive to bring the
parties together and also lengthening the duration of vacancies. In other words,
recruitment processes become more difficult [40]. Conversely, in the event of
excess labor supply, the ratio between the number of candidates and available
places has a tendency to increase [41]. This leads candidates to compete with
each other for a limited number of positions. Competition tends to lower reserve
wages, increase the probability of finding a good match (information on the few
places available is widespread) and decrease the duration of vacancies [13]

Olatunji and Ugonji’s study [42] on the role of recruitment in organizational
development processes starts from the premise that “in recent years, the labour
market has swung back in favour of employers. Now the problem is not so much
of attracting candidates, but in deciding how best to select them [43].” Lewis,
quoted by Olatunji and Ugonji, sees the problem in this way: “in practical terms,
attracting applicants is less of an issue, but administration and deciding whom to
offer employment to are more difficult with large numbers”, and warns also of
the fact that “the present situation encourages employers to set tight specifica-
tions for all but the scarcest of jobs. Even with this strategy employers are being
faced with large numbers of well-qualified candidates, and so recruitment
processes become more time-consuming and problematic [44].” Efficient ad-
ministration of recruitment processes, selective appointments and restrictive
requirements, are all problems determined by information complexity due to an
oversupply of labor.

Rasmussen and Hunt look at the problems of turnover and retention in New
Zealand [22]. The research showed that in the expansive cycles of the economy
with an increasing demand for labor and growth of company staff, companies in
that country had to implement substantial changes in staffing systems by adopt-
ing strategies for excess staffing, internal mobility and outsourcing. In just over

ten years, New Zealand has had high rates of economic growth and employment
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going from an unemployment rate of 11.2% in 1992 to 4% in 2004. Some sectors
such as hospitality, retail distribution, fast food and call centers have suffered
more recruitment problems than others due to unexpectedly less attractive hu-
man resource management policies (low salaries, temporary contracts, poor ca-
reer opportunities). This means that in expanding economies the competition
for the recruitment of a scarce labor force can be influenced by a weakness in
human resource management policies that pushes the workforce to turn to the
most attractive sectors [15].

The efficiency of recruitment channels can increase the complexity of the re-
cruitment process. In high-unemployment labor markets, the development of
professional intermediation and technological platforms on the Internet can ex-
acerbate rather than contain oversupply. This increases the problems of adverse
selection for employers, who are faced with an indiscriminate mass of candidates
for each job advertisement [45]. Research has shown that in the case of a high
number of potential candidates, employers are prone to prefer private recruit-
ment methods which act as a filter and also give more reliable information on
the personality, motivation and adaptability of the applicants [46].

The results of the studies just presented give us an idea of how well-organized
personnel recruitment processes play a strategic role in managing the markets
with high demand and high labor supply. Effective recruitment strategies would
allow for a better management of different situations of imbalance in the labor
market which further exacerbate the difficulties in gathering information already

inherent in this particular market [45].

4. Imbalances in Labor Markets and Personnel Recruitment
Behaviors

In addition to identifying the strategic role of recruitment in today’s labor mar-
kets, studies have also highlighted specific recruitment behaviors related to labor
market dynamics*®. The aforementioned study by Sabatier showed that the ma-
cro-economic context in France influences the choice of the recruitment channel
and, in particular, whether or not to use public intermediaries [15]. When the
economy is expanding, demand is high and competition between employers is
high, companies tend to resort to public job advertisements that generate a
greater number of applications (such as printed ads or online ads) [47] [48].
When, on the other hand, the economy is in recession, unemployment is on the

rise and the competition among those seeking jobs is stronger, French compa-
*For specific recruitment behaviors we intend here the decisions concerning the employer's choice of
the different recruitment channels. According to a well-established classification, used to describe
the behavior of job seekers [51], the following can be distinguished: 1) formal and informal
channels, depending on whether the employer makes use of institutional actors and makes the

vacancy public or uses private relationships (family, parental, friendships, social, professional,
knowledge); 2) direct and indirect channels, when the employer looks for personnel with or without
the help of intermediaries; 3) traditional and innovative channels, depending on whether the use of
the channel is widespread and consolidated over time or of recent use and introduction; 4) passive
and active channels, depending on whether the channel is used as a simple receiver of curriculum
vitae or as an active research tool for candidates.
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nies turn to public intermediaries who would guarantee placing a filter on can-
didacies [49].

A study on personnel recruitment in the Dutch labor market started from the
premise that the way employers look for potential candidates is contingent on
the general economic conditions existing at a given time [13] [50]. It found that
the general conditions of the economy influence the extensive recruitment of
personnel, in other words, it relies on the number of candidates. In particular, it
was noted that in tight markets, extensive recruitment was more difficult than it
was in slack markets®. Employers reacted to these situations by increasing or de-
creasing public job announcements depending on market conditions [13]. Ulti-
mately, what seems to emerge from the study is that employers’ recruitment be-
haviors are anti-cyclical in the sense that they tend to solicit or limit the demand
for labor by relying on publicity for vacant positions.

Public job announcements can become a strategic lever to manage the diverse
situations that may arise in labor markets. For example, in markets with a scarce
labor supply, advertising a job through public channels may require less restric-
tive requirements and be aimed at a wider audience so as to generate a greater
number of applications while in labor markets with a high supply the advertise-
ments could envisage more stringent requirements so as to discourage a dispro-
portionate number of candidates [27] [42].

Another empirical study on the Dutch labor market [14], conducted with ref-
erence to a period of labor supply difficulties (second half of the 1990s), found
that employers were more inclined to actively search for personnel for vacant
positions. The active search channels most used in that context were in order of
frequency: 1) the use of social networks to contact people already employed; 2)
direct contact with educational institutions; 3) direct contact with staff of other
companies; 4) special events such as recruitment days and trade fairs; 5) internal
and external databases or career sites; 6) announcements on its website.

An issue that has many consequences on employers’ recruitment decisions
and which has received various types of confirmation in the field is the use of
social networks [6] [45] [52] [53]. In markets with a high demand for labor,
which are transparent and moderately regulated, such as those in Central and
Northern European and Anglo-Saxon countries, weak social relationships, in
other words, those built on the basis of personal identity, are more frequent and
appreciated on an organizational level. In markets with low labor demand,
where available information is scarce and there are many rules, such as Euro-
pean Mediterranean countries, strong social relationships, based on belonging to

a social, ethnic, professional or family group, are more frequent and socially ac-

*Tight and slack markets are two expressions of economic literature used to indicate respectively a
situation of excess demand (tightness) or excess supply (slackness) in the labor market. These
situations are measurable. There are tight markets when the ratio between the candidates (as
numerator) and the vacancies (denominator) is low or decreasing compared to a historical series
taken into consideration. We have slack markets when this ratio is high or increasing compared to
the historical data. There is no benchmark for these phenomena. It must always be assessed with
regard to the economic and social context in which excess demand and excess supply are viewed.
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cepted [23] [54].

A study on employers’ recruitment behaviors in recovering economies ob-
served the following phenomena concerning recruitment and intermediaries
[55]: 1) in recovering economies the quality of the work required increases [56];
2) people who already have a job search more often for better jobs [57]; 3) public
search channels such as printed ads and online announcements are used more;
4) the public employment centers, although they are repositories of large quanti-
ties of curriculum vitae, are less used because they are populated by unskilled
and unmotivated people, due to their fear of losing the subsidies of which they
are beneficiaries; 5) in conditions of recession and an oversupply of labor the
public employment centers would seem to be more attractive as they would ex-
pose the employer to a smaller number of candidates due to a filter effect that
the centers would be able to carry out.

A study conducted in Germany analyzed how information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT) can help manage the problem of screening in slack and
tight markets respectively [58]. A company operating in the health sector adver-
tised 400 new jobs during the year and received 32,000 applications. The com-
pany adopted the following measures: creation of a centralized database and
standardized application management software; progressive transition from pa-
per and e-mail submission methods to applications with stricter formats created
by the new platform; the use of software designed to automatically publish job
positions and profiles; acceptance of non-generic candidates but for single posi-
tions, so as to create homogeneous groups of numerically manageable candi-
dates.

A company operating in the field of industrial semiconductors was looking for
mainly technical and engineering personnel who were difficult to find in the
target labor market. The company created a centralized database, used an exter-
nal service company and developed IT connections with university channels, all
in an integrated way. The preferred reception channels became the corporate
website and internet portals, even though applications made by traditional
means continued to be provisionally accepted.

The study by Houseman et al (2001) examines two cases of recruitment
through recruitment agencies during a period of growing labor demand in the
1990s in the USA [59]. Under these conditions, the use of intermediaries im-
proved efficiency in terms of bringing the two parties together, from the point of
view of general costs and effective recruitment, but also from the point of view of
labor costs. The agencies in fact, thanks to the economies of scale which they
used in the supply of personnel, paid better salaries and were able to speed up
the recruitment process more so than companies which turned to the labor
market on their own [9] [60].

The previously mentioned report by Recruiter.com indicates some trends in
personnel recruitment behaviors linked to the general or sectoral conditions of
labor markets [3]. The first trend is that in sectors with high demand or high
staff turnover, marketing strategies based on employer branding and advertising
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will be increasingly used to attract candidates and cover vacant positions. The
second trend is that the ability to use big data and matching algorithms will be
increasingly important because, in the event of oversupply, these tools would
make it possible to filter the applications and simplify the recruitment processes;
while, in cases of excess demand, they would allow more targeted and niche re-
search programs to be carried out. The third trend is that the sectorial and terri-
torial specialization of recruitment will be more functional both to the manage-
ment of slack markets and to that of tight markets because of the restriction on
the potential recruitment reservoirs and will allow for a more expert and tar-
geted recruitment of candidates in a highly competitive context. The fourth
trend is that of making use of profiles that can be derived from the social and
professional media on the network which will make it possible to reduce the in-
formation asymmetries inherent in the personnel recruitment processes (Linke-
din, Twitter, Facebook, Quora, Glassdoor, Knozen, etc.).

The Demos survey mentioned earlier, describes the following recruitment
scenarios [1]: 1) organizations will face greater competition to find the right
people for the right positions in all sectors and for all professions, whether it is a
chef for a restaurant or a financial analyst for an investment bank; 2) more and
more often it is the supply which “takes on” the demand and not vice versa: the
strategies of attraction, consequently, become more and more important; 3)
corporate performance is increasingly tied to the quality of human resources
which companies are able to insert and retain; 4) the impetuous progress of ICT's
enables research methods that allow for the discrimination, selection and filter-
ing of information from a large mass of curriculum vitae. It follows, the survey
argues, that the traditional distinction between a personalized recruitment for a
few highly-qualified jobs and a standardized recruitment for numerous unskilled
jobs loses meaning because the described scenarios push towards more sophisti-

cated and targeted recruitment methods.

5. A Comparison of Personnel Recruitment Behaviors in
Italian Macro-Regions: An Empirical Verification

The purpose of this section is to verify the relationships which exist between
conditions of imbalance in the labor market and personnel recruitment beha-
viors in specific regional contexts. Observing labor markets on a local or regional
basis does not present elements of particular originality from a theoretical point
of view even if it allows for a more careful evaluation of some aspects of supply
and demand linked to the restrictiveness of the market such as the industrial
sectors present in an area, the type of occupations required, the geographical
mobility of the offer, the culture of local recruitment, and the typical methods of
job searching in a territory [2] [10].

Various studies have shown a certain differentiation of recruitment behaviors
for regional areas. Research in the United Kingdom has shown that certain cen-
tral and northern regions of the country with the highest unemployment such as

Wales and Scotland made greater use of social networks than the southern re-
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gions of Merseyside or the East of England (excluding the London area).

Differences have also been noted between cities and the countryside. To find
work in rural areas, social relationships were widely used, while in urban areas
more formal and institutional channels were used [45] [61] [62]. A study con-
ducted in Finland found that the introduction of the web-based service short-
ened the average duration of vacancies in some regions but not in others. In ad-
dition, employers in urban areas were more likely to benefit from the introduc-
tion of online service [63].

Another study, carried out with reference to the US urban labor markets,
showed that areas of greater or lesser employment can coexist within the same
country and that these differences influence personnel recruitment processes
[64]. Dense labor markets, as Moretti defines them, are markets characterized by
many buyers and sellers of labor concentrated in a limited geographical area. Ci-
ties like San Francisco, Boston and San Diego in the USA have much more in-
tense exchanges than places like Portland or Chicago, where employment rates
are certainly not negligible.

Dense labor markets are a very effective form of marketable to bring about
numerous advantages in terms of recruitment. The first advantage is that em-
ployers and job seekers are able to meet up more easily thanks to the high prob-
ability of coming into contact with each other in a restricted area. The frequency
of potential contacts in turn increases the chances that the encounters between
demand and supply also become optimal matches and this in turn improves the
overall efficiency of the market. The second advantage is that the density of the
market increases the mobility of the labor force, which is the frequency with
which people move from one job to another. A concentrated market of large di-
mensions, diversified and full of opportunities drives workers from other geo-
graphical areas or at the beginning of their careers to change jobs more fre-
quently than in a restricted, specialized and poor job market. This determines
professional growth and economic well-being for the workers [65]. A third ad-
vantage is linked to the ability to combat unemployment with support for the
development of companies. When unemployment is not caused by a systemic
recession but is due to micro-economic reasons linked to the individual compa-
ny, the probability that a worker who works in an area with many employers
remains unemployed is rather low. Just as low are the chances that an employer
will not find a worker with the required skills, and that the position remains va-
cant for a long time limiting the company’s operations.

Italy is a fertile ground for verifying our research as it presents more pro-
nounced territorial differences from an economic, social and cultural point of
view than anywhere else. Starting from a traditional structural dualism of the
economy and the labor market, the country has seen its territorial inequalities
grow in recent years, also due to the 2007-2008 crisis that affected many Euro-
pean and global economies. The employment rate of the active population has
fallen throughout Italy, but in the South, where it was already very low, it fell
further to 42.0%, almost 18% lower than in Central Italy and 21% lower than in
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the North. The statistics are indicative. In the Central-Northern regions the ma-
jority of the active population is occupied (ranging from 69% in Trentino Alto
Adige and 65.3% in Lombardy to 57.5% in Lazio), while in the South the per-
centage of employees is always at below 50%, with lows in Calabria (39.4%) and
Sicily (39.6%) and with an increasingly inactive population [66]. The territorial
differences between the north and the south of the country are confirmed not
only on the quantitative level but also on the qualitative one with unemployment
rates for skilled workers in the South always higher than those of the Cen-
ter-North [20] The same labor policies seem to produce different effects due to
these disparities: more effective and efficient in terms of employment develop-
ment and protection of work incomes in the most developed areas of the coun-
try, less effective and expensive in less wealthy areas [67].

Therefore it becomes interesting to compare regional labor markets and spe-
cific recruitment behaviors. This would allow us to verify the existence of corre-
lations between labor market imbalances and personnel recruitment behaviors.
To this end, we have taken into consideration the four Italian macro-regions: the
North-West, the North-East, the Center and the South including the Islands.
Traditionally considered to have the own particular entrepreneurial and working
culture, the Italian macro-regions present very different economic, social and
administrative data. The data that is of interest here relates to the unemployment
rates that are assumed to be representative of labor market imbalances in the
areas considered. This allows us to make a comparison between different terri-
torial actualities in terms of employment dynamics. According to the ISFOL data
for the year 2013, the four Italian macro-regions have progressively increasing
unemployment rates: the North-East 8.7%, the North-West 9.4%, the Center
11.2%, the South and the Islands 19.5%, with a national average of 12.3% [68].
The data are representative of regional unemployment in the country and are
consistent with the employment rates shown above [66].

To further verify the territorial differences existing in the various areas of the
country, INFOJOB data were used, an online recruitment platform and primary
network operator with 33.3% of vacancies published in Italy [69]°. The
INFOJOB data, with regard to the year 2015, claim that the North-West is in
first place as the macro-region with the highest number of online vacancies with
44% of the total, followed by the North-East (28.70%), then the Center (19.70%),
next the South (5.80%) and finally the Islands (1.80%). The same distribution,
but with slightly different values, is recorded for the number of applications,
with the North-West at 54.80%, followed by the North-East (22.30%), the Center
(16.60%), the South (4.90%) and the Islands (1.40%).

Further research went into the relationship between labor supply and demand
in relation to the unemployment rate of the macro-regions and of the country.

INFOJOB measures this ratio in terms of the number of applications for a single

This data was kindly released by INFOJOB and has not been made public. I therefore thank both
the company and Ms. Francesca Mari, Content Marketing Specialist and correspondent for
INFOJOB, for the availability and collaboration provided.
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online job offer’. The report shows 73 applications for each job offer published
in the North-West, the highest number of the macro-regions. The North-East
has a ratio of 45.5, the Center of 49.3 the South of 49.9 and the Islands of 44.1, all
much lower than the first. The national average is 58.5. This means that the
North-West (Valle d’Aosta, Piemonte, Liguria, Lombardia), traditionally the
most developed area of the country, is also the most attractive area in terms of
supply. It is probable that this high ratio between labor supply and demand
found in the North-West is not due to a lack of labor demand but rather due to
the other higher unemployment rates of the other macro-regions which generate
strong territorial mobility of the labor force towards that area.

What recruitment behaviors can be observed in these macro-regions charac-
terized by such different contextual conditions? Research by EXCELSIOR, con-
ducted on a sample of 100 thousand Italian companies with reference to a period
of time ranging from 2010 to 2015, provides us with useful information in this
regard. The points of interest observed in the research refer to three variables: 1)
the motivations of Italian companies to hire; 2) the difficulties in finding the
workforce; 3) the choice of recruitment channels [70].

The motivations of Italian companies to hire can be divided into expansive
and conservative. The former is based on optimistic forecasts of economic de-
velopment and the latter on prudential or not very confident forecasts of eco-
nomic growth. Expansive motivations are measured by EXCELSIOR on the basis
of the following indicators: 1) forecasts of growth in market demand, 2) deve-
lopmental needs of new products and services; 3) the need to expand sales, loca-
tions or departments. Conservative motivations are measured by: 1) replacement
needs for outgoing employees; 2) intentions to adapt staff only for seasonal work
and activities; 3) resumption of external work and/or temporary workers. In a
certain context, that of 2015, of relative recovery of the economy of the country
the EXCELSIOR research shows a growth in expansive motivations to hire and a
reduction in the conservative ones. In other words, companies increased their
workforce to improve development and production departments and strengthen
sales structures [70]. In the context of perceived economic development we can
say that managerial initiative pushes towards a net growth of company staff. This
is in line with the forecasts of economic cycle theories.

The data on the difficulties in procuring staff are interesting. The number of
companies which run into difficulties in finding and selecting personnel is cor-
related to the amount of demand and supply of labor. Although demand in-
creased in the country during 2015, the relationship with the supply has im-
proved only slightly, as this has continued to grow due to greater participation in
the labor market. At the end of 2014, over 3.4 million people were looking for
work, equal to 4.7 potential candidates for each position available, while at the
end of 2013 the ratio was 5.2 [70]. The general perception is of a continuous re-

duction of companies which believe they have difficulty in finding personnel.

’For similar methodologies, see the following studies: [13] [14] [27].
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Looking at the data on a geographic basis we note that going from the north to
the south of the country the number of firms that think they have difficulty in
finding personnel is reduced, with maximum peaks of 16.9% in the North-East
and minimum peaks in the South and Islands (10.8%).

These data are entirely consistent with the rising unemployment rates found
along the peninsula. Companies that think the problems they face in recruitment
are due to an insufficient number of candidates (a typical attitude of employers
who have full relative employment) decreases from the north to the south of the
country. The causes of these difficulties are identified in the fact that: a) few
people are able to perform (or are willing to do) the work required; and that: b)
work is in great demand and there is competition between employers. In other
words, the central-northern areas of the country, which are those with the high-
est occupation, express the typical signals of the tight labor markets described in
the course of this study.

The industrial and high-tech sectors tend to find it even more challenging to
recruit staff compared to the service sectors. We refer to the metallurgical, elec-
trical, IT, chemical and pharmaceutical sectors and to the construction of indus-
trial machines and transport vehicles. The same difficulties are encountered in
some service sectors, despite the fact that the sector as a whole shows it to be less
problematic for the industry in finding personnel. These are the fashion sector,
advanced business services, education and training services, and media and
communication. Even the largest companies with over 50 employees have diffi-
culties in finding personnel. This is probably due to the productive and mana-
gerial complexity of these organizations which requires specialized workers
which the Italian labor market struggles to offer [70].

The choice of recruitment channels indicates there is a certain variance be-
tween the regions, despite the general tendency of Italian companies to look for
staff through informal channels®. In the North-West of the country, 61.2% of
companies resort to informal channels while the remainder use corporate data-
bases, job boards, job centers or other. The North-East has roughly the same da-
ta with 60.8% of companies using informal channels. However, the number of
companies that use informal channels tends to grow significantly, moving from
areas of low unemployment to areas of greatest unemployment in the country
(in the Center: 64% of companies; in the South and Islands: 72.1%) [70]. This is
in line with the studies analyzed in this paper which show that in the areas of a
country where there is greater economic growth, demand for labor and skilled
jobs, the informal channel is less used than formal channels (corporate databases
and institutional intermediaries). In less developed regions, on the other hand,

the use of informal and social channels tends to remain prevalent with respect to

8The informal channel consists of a combination of direct and indirect employer knowledge.
According to Excelsior survey data, direct knowledge of the candidates meets the growing tendency
of companies, increasing by 9.7% from 2010 to 2014, while the channel of networks and suppliers
tends to decrease, going from 11.9% to 6% from 2010 to 2014. The use of specialized operators also
dropped from 8.5% to 6.1% in the same period (although it tends to increase significantly as the size
of the company increases) and traditional channels such as printed advertisements.
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all other channels [23].

6. Results, Research Contributions, Managerial Implications
and Limitations of This Study

In this study we have addressed the issue of the relationship between personnel
recruitment and the general conditions of the economy and the labor market.
The results received are summarized as follows. In both the expansion and con-
traction cycles of the economy and labor demand, the search for personnel takes
on a strategic role in that the organizational function tackles a series of very dif-
ferent criticalities (the need to find skilled workers in a market of low supply, to
restrict the oversupply of labor, the use of advanced recruitment techniques).

In the expansion cycles of the economy the demand for labor tends to in-
crease, on condition, however, that the perception of the companies is in line
with the trend of the cycle. The expansion does not automatically lead to more
employment as companies can adopt wait-and-see or defensive behaviors that
translate into processes of optimizing the use of resources and reorganization of
labor, a type of labour-saving, which does not generate new jobs but rather the
retention of the existing position.

In the recession cycles of the economy the demand for labor tends to decrease.
Companies reduce company staff and raise recruitment quality standards. The
recession does not automatically determine an increase in unemployment as job
seekers may decide to leave the market voluntarily because they are discouraged
by the recession. Other reasons may be: a very prudent perception of the reces-
sion and the institutional constraints on dismissal in companies being too ex-
pensive. Companies in these cases may decide to maintain existing staff so as to
accumulate human capital and avoid incurring excessive dismissal costs.

In the expansion cycles of the economy and the demand for labor, companies
adopt specific recruitment behaviors that can be summarized as follows: 1) they
implement anticyclical behaviors with scarce job offers; 2) use public and active
research channels that attract higher numbers in terms of quantity and quality;
3) compete with other employers through marketing strategies in the labor
market (employer branding, job advertisements, increases in wages); 4) rely
more on weaker and less informal social relationships; 5) use modern ICT to
carry out more targeted and selective personnel searches; 6) tend to lower the
quality standards of recruitment.

Even in the recession cycles of the economy and labor demand, companies
adopt specific research behaviors: 1) they discourage the supply of labor through
defensive techniques that require the use of ICT to simplify, discriminate and
sectionalize recruitment processes; 2) use private informal channels and rely
more on strong social relationships; 3) in some cases are directed to public and
private intermediaries in order to outsource recruitment costs and benefit from
public measures; 4) may use public intermediaries to act as filters on supply.

Studies on regional labor markets show that within country areas of greater or

lesser employment can coexist and impact staff recruitment processes in differ-
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ent ways. The empirical verification carried out on the Italian macro-regions
confirmed that by moving from more developed areas with greater employment
to areas of lower growth and lesser employment, companies claim that they have
less difficulty in recruiting personnel and adopt defensive recruitment practices
to favor informal channels and strong social relationships.

This study’s contribution to the current state of knowledge and future re-
search should be considered in a broader macro-economic context with regard
to recruitment issues and the dynamics of the labor market towards which Hu-
man Resource Management Studies, with rare exceptions in Italy, have paid little
attention [9] [10] [60] [71] [72] [73]. In this context, the study presents interest-
ing insights into the analysis and interpretation of the phenomena under inves-
tigation. It makes use of original data and information (INFOJOB data); fur-
thermore, carrying out a reasoned analysis, development and systematization of
existing data and sources.

The managerial implications consist in focusing on the strategic role of per-
sonnel recruitment regarding the macro-economic context and the dynamics of
the labor market. This is an organizational function that is very often underes-
timated, assigned to human resource professionals who often end up being ab-
sorbed by activities that are considered more important. In other contexts, it is a
function left to chance, initiative or the personal intuition of entrepreneurs and
managers. This study has limitations. The literature on personnel recruitment is
abundant and multidisciplinary. Therefore the sources analyzed may not be ex-
haustive of the literature on the subject and not capture all the complexity of the

relationships between different disciplinary contributions.
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