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2021 recruiting strategies 
The beginning of 2020 caught most of us off guard. 
Businesses and organizations around the world kicked 
into survival mode, reacting to the events unfolding 
around them. 

We adapted. Today we once again have the ability, 
insights, tools, and momentum needed to build 
proactively for the future.

In the following pages we lay out strategies to 
overcoming today’s recruiting challenges for retail. 
Organized around five major themes, each chapter 
includes actional tips and examples of how iCIMS’ 
customer use these tactics to achieve their goals.

Meet your retail hiring challenges head on with these 
strategies that will help you drive your business 
forward in 2021.

Chapters:
1.       Hiring is rebounding, but recovery  

is uneven

2.       Our teams look very different  
from a year ago

3.      Remote work is here to stay

4.       Hiring doesn’t have to take place  
face to face

5.       Together we made strides in D&I, 
but challenges remain



3

Hiring is rebounding, but 
recovery is uneven 

What’s happening?

Job openings and hires dropped in 2020: However, we 
saw significant signs of recovery toward the end of the 
year. Most employers plan to ramp up hiring this year. 

Here’s a snapshot of what we’re seeing:

Job seekers are looking for work wherever they can 
find it: Many retail workers from the companies hardest 
hit by the pandemic are seeking jobs in new lines of 
work where they have transferable skills.  

The volume of applicants is high and increasing: Most 
employers can’t give every candidate the same level of 
consideration they did pre-pandemic.

-3%
job openings

-10%
% hires, up from a 

low of -35%

+13%
job applications

91%
of employers are 

hiring this year
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Your 2021 hiring strategies 

The economic recovery isn’t 
uniform. The retail industry is seeing 
fewer applications and dramatic 
decreases in hires. 

Chances are you either have too 
few candidates or far too many. 
Knowing where to focus your efforts 
– attracting more candidates or 
qualifying the ones you already 
have – is going to be key this year. 

Automate high volume tasks like prescreening 
candidates, interview scheduling, offer letter creation, 
and managing onboarding tasks. This frees up 
recruiters to focus on building relationships and keeps 
them from burning out on data entry.

Design your career sites to target niche and ideal 
candidates. Share culture, expectations, and work 
environment to encourage good-fits to apply and 
others to self-select out. Videos, picture galleries, and 
employee testimonials all recreate the look and feel 
of what it’s like to work at your organization.

Surface candidates faster with AI-powered job 
matching technology. Job matching connects the 
right person to the right job (and explains why they 
were selected). For recruiters, AI cuts hours and adds 
confidence to the sourcing process by automatically 
reviewing 100% of inbound candidates. 

Here’s how to fine-tune your retail approach:

Hiring is rebounding, but recovery is uneven 
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Best practices in action

With 8,000 employees at 108 locations in nine states, 
Asbury Automotive, a Fortune 500 company, is one of the 
largest automotive retailers in the U.S. With the help of 
iCIMS, Asbury was able to streamline its hiring process and 
eliminate costly recruitment advertising expenses.

As a result, Asbury Automotive Group experienced:

Hiring is rebounding, but recovery is uneven 

100%
increase 

in applicant 
volume

50%
decrease 

in advertising 
spend

1wk
faster hires 

than national 
average
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Our teams look  very different 
from a year ago

What’s happening?

Employees were redeployed: 72% of human resource 
professionals report that up to half of their workforce 
has been shifted into new roles.

As full-time employment falls, freelancers rise:  
Full-time hiring declined by 33% in the first half of 2020. 
Organizations began relying heavily on part-time and 
contingent works. Over half (58%) plan to continue 
depending on contingent hires in 2021.
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Your 2021 teams strategy 

Competition is fierce for the 
most in-demand skills, and 
employers are in various states of 
restructuring from the pandemic. 
All things being equal, candidates 
with diverse skill sets will be more 
valuable than those with very 
narrow specialties. 

This year it’s more important than 
ever to maximize your workforce’s 
potential by putting the right talent 
into the right roles.  

Train and redeploy employees into new roles.  
Most restructures and realignments happened in 
the middle of last year. Now that things have settled 
some, it’s a good time to think longer term. Cross-
training employees is a low-cost way to foster 
knowledge sharing and preserve institutional insights.

Cultivate a work environment that encourages 
internal mobility and advancement. Create an 
employee career site to make it easier for hiring 
managers to find internal candidates with in-demand 
skills and for employees to move internally. 

Tap into the contingent workforce to maximize 
operational flexibility. Freelancers bring new skills 
and outside perspectives to your team without the 
commitment of full employment. 

Here’s how to rethink the retail talent journey:

Our teams look very different from a year ago
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Best practices in action

From roast to brew, Peet’s believes one of the secrets to 
great coffee is the people behind it. But recruiting coffee 
fanatics is easier said than done:  each year, Peet’s hires 
between 3,000 and 5,000 people  to support all stages of 
the coffee-making process.

“iCIMS took multiple tasks and 
condensed them into one workflow. 
We’re able to put together offer details, 
choose a template, modify the letter, 
put in for approvals, and send it for 
acceptance. Everything is archived, 
and we know we’re staying compliant.”

Our teams look very different from a year ago
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Remote work is  here to stay

What’s happening?

Workforces will be permanently dispersed: 23% of job 
applications submitted in 2020 came from out-of-state 
applicants. Half of companies say they’re loosening or 
removing location requirements due to remote work.

Rise of the subsidized home office: 53% of organizations 
say they now provide stipends or hiring bonuses for home 
office set-up.

We’re using new tech to get work done: 86% of HR leaders 
say their organization uses new tools to accommodate 
new ways of working during the pandemic.



10

Your 2021 remote  
work strategy  

Now that location is no longer a 
barrier for many roles – employers 
can genuinely hire the best-fit 
talent for open positions. Use this 
as an opportunity to expand where 
you source from and attract new 
talent with more flexible working 
arrangements. 

Remove proximity to office locations from your job 
descriptions and eliminate zipcode filters from your 
search criteria. 

Use chatbots to engage candidates anywhere in the 
world. Capable of operating 24/7, chatbots are ace 
recruiters that never sleep. Chatbots manage high 
volume questions, prescreen applications, schedule 
interviews, and interact with job seekers regardless of 
how actively they’re searching for new employment.

Take your job fairs virtual. Online events allow job 
seekers to interact with your team, learn about the 
company, see open roles, and ask questions in a 
lowkey setting.

Here’s how to fine-tune your approach:

Remote work is here to stay
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Remote work is here to stay

Best practices in action

RPM Pizza, the largest Domino’s franchisee in the U.S., recruits with 
a chatbot named Dottie. Powered by iCIMS, Dottie personifies 
everything great about Domino’s brand. She’s friendly and 
earnest, hardworking and capable. Dottie also knows a lot of  
pizza trivia. She’s so natural that some candidates mistake her  
for a real recruiter and ask for her by name in-store. 

Dottie also helped RPM Pizza  reduce turnover by half  
(to well below the industry average) by setting the tone  
of a fast-paced work environment early in the process. 

66%
increase in 

applicant volume

Cut application time

in half
80%
% decrease in 

time to hire
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Hiring doesn’t have to take 
place  face to face 

What’s happening?

Texting is popular with recruiters and candidates:  
Texts sent from employers to candidates increased 
47% from 2019 to 2020, and texts from candidates to 
employers increased 74%.

Recruiting tech is empowering the push towards 
virtual: 49% of HR professionals say their organization is 
planning on increasing investment in virtual recruitment 
methods and/or candidate engagement in 2021.

The pandemic sped up changes that were already 
occurring: 80% of organizations expanded or 
accelerated digital transformation plans in 2020. 
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Your 2021 virtual hiring strategy

Communicate with candidates 
in a personal way. People use text 
messages to communicate in their 
everyday lives. Psychologically, 
there’s a benefit to using texting 
to interact with candidates – it’s 
faster and more personal. Texting 
can be one-to-one or one-to-
many, live or automated.

Make an impression with video 
interviewing. Video interviews don’t 
have to be stuffy and awkward. 
Done right, they embody so much 
of what makes a good in-person 
interview flow naturally. The right 
video technology makes it easy to 
incorporate your brand and break the 
ice with short pre-interview videos. 

Keep new hires excited and set up 
for their first day. Virtual onboarding 
portals knock out paperwork before 
a new hire’s start date. These can 
be personalized to a specific role, 
team, location, or individual and 
are designed to keep energy and 
engagement high.

Hiring doesn’t have to take place face to face 
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Hiring doesn’t have to take place face to face 

Best practices in action

Southeastern Grocers is one of the largest 
supermarket companies in the U.S., operating BI-
LO, Fresco y Más, Harveys Supermarket, and Winn-
Dixie. With candidates and employees spread across 
multiple states, Southeastern Grocers uses iCIMS 
to stay in touch with its job seekers and 45,000 
employees. Texting allows Southern’s team to 
keep its people informed in case of an emergency, 
temporary store closings, or other events.
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Together we made strides in 
D&I, but challenges remain

What’s happening?

Progress is happening: Women in underrepresented 
racial and ethnic groups made up the largest portion 
of hires in 2020, at 30%. The number of these women 
hired at $100,000+ per year increased 71% since hiring 
bottomed out in May 2020.

Sourcing remains a challenge: 84% of HR professionals 
are concerned their organization’s current recruiting 
and hiring tools aren’t reaching diverse talent pools.
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Your 2021 D&I strategy 

Renewed focus on diversity and 
inclusion has led to increased hires 
of underrepresented groups. The 
commitment is there. But are the 
candidates? 

For many employers, the challenge 
remains sourcing enough diverse 
talent with the skills and experiences 
they need. It’s an uncomfortable truth 
that often gets overlooked.

The strategy going forward is twofold: 
1) continue the progress made in 
fostering an openly welcome and 
inclusive environment, and 2) find new 
and better ways to source and retain 
diverse talent. 

Upskill employees and recruit from within. No one starts 
at the top. It’s typically easier and faster to source entry-
level talent. Build an internal pipeline of talent by offering 
training, mentorship programs, and opportunities for 
employees of any role or rank to develop new skills. Better 
still, use success stories to attract new external candidates. 

Focus on referrals. Employee referrals are and remain 
a top source of quality candidates. It’s easy for referral 
programs to get lost in the shuffle; keep them top of 
mind by creating a reward system and regularly sharing 
updates via an internal recruiting newsletter. 

Lean on your employee resource groups (ERGs). Pair 
your ERGs with executive sponsors to brainstorm, bounce 
around ideas, and share perspectives on current and 
future initiatives. Set goals for diverse hiring, develop 
trainings, and collaborate on events.

Show off your workforce. Let employees talk about 
diversity and opportunity in their own words. Use your 
career site to share pictures, employee-generated videos, 
and success stories from around your organization.

Here’s how:

Together we made strides in D&I, but challenges remain



2021 can be more than a year of pandemic 
recovery. It can be the year you transform  
your hiring practices (and your teams). 

Learn how we do it with the talent cloud.

Talent powers transformation

See it in action


