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Infroduction

Running a small or medium business in Australia today has never been more challenging
and finding the right talent has never been harder.

Businesses are navigating the cost-of-living crisis, rapid technological change, high
interest rates, global instability, and shifting legislation. Yet every business truth still
comes back to this: great people make everything work.

Hiring is where most SMEs lose time and money. Many owners admit they “wing it”
posting vague ads, reacting under pressure, or relying on word-of-mouth that no longer
delivers. A poor hire is expensive; it drains productivity, morale, and trust.

This guide distils proven, modern approaches to help you compete for talent without
acting like a corporate giant or burning cash. It's built for business owners who wear ten
hats and need clarity, not theory.

Recruitment is no longer just HR admin - it's a business risk function and growth strategy
in one.
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The war for talent hasn’t eased. Skill shortages touch nearly every sector, from trades to

tech. Almost one-third of Australian SMEs struggle to find candidates with the skills they
need. Many candidates now value flexibility and purpose over pay, and remote work has

redrawn what “the workplace” means.

The New Hiring Landscape

Reality for SMEs:
* 6in 10 report candidates leaving within their first month
« Most spend around $9,000-%18,000 a year on hiring
» Over half say they lack skilled staff to meet demand

» The rise of Al and digital tools means technical skills are more crucial than ever - 90%
expect to need stronger digital literacy across roles

What this means: Traditional “post and pray” recruitment no longer works. You can’t
outspend corporates, but you can outsmart them through aqility, authenticity, and
personal culture backed by affordable technology.
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Build Your EVP - The Magnet Effect

A strong Employee Value Proposition (EVP) answers the question: “Why should | work
here, not somewhere else?” It's the mix of culture, purpose, benefits, and growth
opportunities you offer in exchange for effort.

How to Shape It

» Salary and Benefits: Stay competitive and transparent. Include pay ranges in
ads - honesty builds trust

» Flexibility: Options like hybrid work or time-in-lieu often outweigh small pay gaps

* Growth: Emphasise learning, autonomy, and progression - SMEs can offer real
development faster than large firms

e Culture: Showcase a close-knit, values-led team. Candidates want connection and
purpose

* Purpose: Link daily work to a larger impact - innovation, community, or client
excellence

Key Insight: A clear EVP attracts the right candidates and filters out the wrong
ones.

Pitfall: Don’t borrow corporate buzzwords. If you can't live it, don't sell it.

Action Step: Identify five genuine reasons your people stay. Turn them into short,
clear statements you can reuse in job ads, interviews, and onboarding.
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Sourcing Talent in a Tight Market

You can't hire who you can't find. Word-of-mouth alone limits reach. A modern approach
combines digital reach with human connection.

Practical Moves
» Define the Role Clearly: Focus on impact, not a checklist. “This role exists to..”
* Use the Right Channels:
v Job boards: Seek, Indeed, LinkedIn
v Niche boards: industry-specific or regional
v Social media: team shares amplify reach
v Tip: Sunday night or Monday morning posts perform best
» Referrals: Encourage staff recommendations - they’re often your best hires.

» Passive Candidates (Headhunting): Use LinkedIn search and direct outreach; many
great people aren’t actively looking.

* Expand Your Talent Pool: Explore career-shifters, mature-age workers, and part-time
specialists. Broaden criteria where practical.

* Advertise Your EVP: Our job ad is a brand ad. Show what's special about working for
you. Keep your Careers page current with real stories and photos.

Pitfall: Advertising only once and waiting. Recruitment is active selling, not
administration.
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Technology and Al - Working Smarter

Digital tools can save hours for small teams. The goal isn’t replacing people; it's freeing
them to focus on high-value work.

Smart Tools to Use

« Applicant Tracking System (ATS): Centralises ads, applications, and communication
— no lost resumes.

» Al Writing Tools: Optimise job descriptions for clarity and reach.
e Data Tracking: Measure where good candidates come from and where they drop off.
* Video Interviews: Expand access beyond your local area.

* Automation: Schedule emails and reminders to stay responsive.

Key Insight: Use technology to remove friction, not personality. People still choose
people.

Action Step: Audit your current process and identify where tech can simplify or
speed things up.

Pitfall: Don’t let automation run unsupervised. Always check tone, context, and
fairness.
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Screening and Interviewing Selecting with
Purpose

Once applications arrive, structure is everything. The candidate is evaluating you as
much as you're evaluating them.

Initial Screening: Use quick calls or filters to confirm essentials like qualifications,
right to work, and pay expectations. Add simple skills tasks if relevant

Candidate Experience: Acknowledge applications, update promptly, and
communicate clearly. Fast, respectful communication builds brand trust

Structured Interviews: Ask consistent questions across candidates. Mix:
v Behavioural: “Tell me about a challenge you handled”
v Situational: “What would you do if..?”

v Practical: “Show us how you’'d approach this task” Score each candidate on
skills, attitude, and culture fit

Team Involvement: Include one or two team members for broader perspective. A
short meet-and-greet is enough

Assess Potential: Hire for learning ability and attitude. The right mindset beats a
perfect CV

Compliance: Keep all questions job-related. Avoid anything personal or
discriminatory

Key Insight: Structure, speed, and respect set SMEs apart. Every step reflects your
leadership.

Action Step: Use a one-page scorecard to rate candidates immediately after
interviews.

Pitfall: Going silent after interviews. Even a short “not this time” email protects
your reputation.
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Making the Offer and Onboarding

This is where most good candidates are lost. Move fast, stay organised, and follow
through.

Closing the Deal
* Make the offer quickly - within 24-48 hours

+ Conduct concise reference checks to confirm fit and strengths.

Offer competitively; back it with EVP value like flexibility and culture

» Send a formal written offer promptly with clear terms

+ Keep in touch until start date; a welcome email or team intro maintains excitement
Pre-Onboarding and Day One

Have everything ready - desk, logins, introductions, and first-week plan. First
impressions drive retention.

For a deeper dive, see Universal HR’s resource: Why Most Onboarding Fails & How to
Get It Right.

Key Insight: Onboarding isn’t admin - it's leadership in action.

Pitfall: A chaotic first week signals disorganisation.
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Sustaining a Recruitment System

Don’t start from scratch every time you hire. Build a repeatable system.
Build a Model That Lasts

+ Templates for ads, offers, and onboarding

Candidate database for future roles

» Track time-to-hire and quality of hire

Seek feedback from new starters

» Stay compliant with Fair Work and privacy laws

Key Insight: A refined process saves time and strengthens your brand.

Need help building or refining your recruitment system?

Universal HR offers a Flat Fee Recruitment + Recruitment System Build service
designed for gr owing SMEs. You'll not only fill your next role but also establish an
in-house hiring system that keeps working for every hire after that.

You stay in control of decisions - we create the structure, tools, and process that
make hiring repeatable and scalable

An investment that gives you:
* Your next hire
» A best-practice recruitment process built specifically for your business
« Tools, templates, and Al-assisted assets to reuse for ongoing hires
» Step-by-step guidance from a 15-year HR and recruitment expert
» Stay compliant with Fair Work and privacy laws
This isn't just about filling one role. It's about building your capability to hire with

confidence - every time. Learn more at universalhr.com.au
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The Bigger Picture - Rethinking Talent

The best hire may not look like your past hires. Shortages reward flexibility.
» Hire for potential, not perfection
» Use part-time experts or fractional roles
+ Tap mature-age talent and career changers
 Invest in training and internal growth

Treat hiring as ecosystem design, not transaction. Every person adds energy and learning
to your business.
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Key Takeaways

Hiring isn’'t a one-off task; it's a reflection of how clearly you lead. Every step from advert
to first day signals who you are as an employer.

SMEs have the edge: less red tape, faster decisions, and real relationships. When you
bring structure, clarity, and authenticity to hiring, it stops being stressful and becomes a
lever for growth.

The businesses that win talent in 2026 and beyond won't just pay more they’ll make
work feel purposeful, organised, and genuinely human.

The SME Recruitment Checklist

STEP QUESTIONS TO ASK

Define the Role Purpose, clarity What result must this role deliver?

Craft EVP Why would someone pick us?
Where do ideal candidates spend time online?

Screen Efficiency What questions predict success?

Interview How can we compare candidates objectively?
Can we move within 24 hours?

Onboard What makes day one a win?
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About Universal HR

Universal HR is a boutique consultancy helping Australian small and medium businesses
build strong, compliant, and thriving workplaces. We remove the stress of HR so you can
focus on running and growing your business.

Our services range from outsourced HR support, offering flexible, scalable solutions
across employee relations, compliance, recruitment, and leadership development, to
one-off project assistance. We provide clear, practical, and reliable solutions that keep
your people engaged and your business protected.

With expertise across the employee lifecycle, from recruitment and onboarding to
performance management, compliance, and culture, we simplify the complex and replace
HR jargon and corporate speak with straightforward and actionable advice.

Whether you need a complete HR Partner or targeted support, our goal is simple: to build
strong HR foundations that combine genuine human connection with efficient systems
and technology. We streamline the essentials, with the aim of improving performance,
productivity, and support you to have confidence in every HR decision you make.

Grounded in trust, clarity, and partnership, Universal HR delivers high-quality advice, fast
turnaround, and real value for SME business owners.

Book in a Complimentary HR Action Co

X< info@universalhr.com.au

@ universalhr.com.au

Disclaimer

The information in this guide is provided for general educational purposes only and should not be relied upon as legal or professional advice.
Always seek advice specific to your business before acting on the information shared here.
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