
Introduction
As port equipment and operations have adapted to and 
incorporated more advanced processes, the sector’s ability to place 
competent, well-trained staff familiar with the technology has not 
kept pace. Sophisticated operating systems demand that in-house 
teams possess a wider range of knowledge and ability than ever 
before, which means that the sector relies heavily on young 
graduate talent. Howard Flint discusses upcoming challenges this 
reliance poses for the industry, and looks at how recruitment 
process outsourcing could provide a more efficient recruitment 
model for ports.

Graduate decline
Highly specialised and technical industries face fierce competition 
for a talent pool that appears to be diminishing. News that 
many experts have highlighted looming shortages of graduate 
talent with technical skills will surely worry recruiters within 
the port industry, who have depended on people possessing 
those unique abilities to drive innovation. The Confederation 
of British Industry and Education Development International 
conducted a survey in 2011 which highlighted a key concern 
among employers of graduates, namely that Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) skills shortages are 
widespread. 

According to the report, 43 percent of UK employers had 
difficulty recruiting staff, with more than half of employers (52 
percent) expecting difficulty to rise in the coming three years. 
This is by no means limited to the UK, with other domestic 
markets similarly competing for prized talent. From general 
operations and safety to marine services, staff with specialised 
skills are at a premium for dock operators. Those ports that 
discover an immediate solution to the shortfall will undoubtedly 
gain a competitive advantage, allowing the operator to compete 
on an international level. 

Uneven keel: inefficiencies in recruitment
Traditional methods of recruitment are of little use when faced 
with such a widespread deficiency in talent. Recruitment 
agencies, which historically have not been ideally placed to 
find suitable candidates for specialist sectors such as the port 
industry, cannot be expected to unearth upcoming talent which, 
increasingly, is not there. 

Recruitment processes that have previously proved 
successful are outmoded in the face of the global shortage of 
suitable candidates. Driven by the allure of cheaper web-based 
recruitment, many organisations task their HR department or 
recruitment agency to advertise roles on the multitude of job 
websites available. This usually leads to being inundated with large 
numbers of candidate CVs, with a miniscule percentage suitable 
for the job. Additionally, if HR teams are given independent 
authority to recruit, inconsistencies in the application experience 
will inevitably arise, leading to poor brand perception.

The International Labour Organisation writes that, once a 

sector relying on “mostly occasional and low-skilled labour, dock 
work now requires more highly skilled workers”. Historically, 
unskilled stevedores and dockers could be recruited offline 
with relative ease, and the cohesiveness of the process was not a 
priority. But the sector has rapidly advanced, and so has its need 
for sophisticated recruitment. It is both time and cost-inefficient 
to search for skilled employees in the traditional way, especially 
when considering the upcoming critical shortage of suitable 
candidates. Such static processes are no longer enough to fulfil the 
flexible, adaptive shipping industry’s needs.

Full steam ahead: outsourcing as a solution
While the outsourcing of administratively intensive HR functions 
is not a new concept, niche industries such as ports have been 
notoriously reluctant to engage. But the leap to outsourcing is 
not as difficult as many imagine. A quality Recruitment Process 
Outsourcer (RPO) should be able to provide end-to-end, flexible, 
scalable recruitment, crucial for the continuing growth of port 
businesses. 

With the right person for the position harder to find than ever 
thanks to a decreasing pool of talent and more competition over 
those candidates that are suitable, port companies need to tap 
into RPO expertise to move away from being HR generalists to 
recruitment specialists. An organisation can completely overhaul 
its recruitment process either in-house, through consultation with 
a RPO, or by outsourcing the work to them directly. From the 
initial search, through candidate filtering and potential selection, 
to actually onboarding staff, RPOs are incentivised to achieve 
unprecedented levels of direct recruitment on behalf of clients, 
dramatically reducing agency reliance and cost.

An outsourcing company will be able to place the best 
possible candidates for the most demanding, skilled specialist 
roles such as those increasingly required to design, operate and 
maintain port machinery. Essential to this is the understanding 
of the importance of the unique requirements of the port sector, 
maximising the use of direct sources and effectively managing 
agencies to provide a tailored list of ideal candidates. This begins 
with extensive market analysis on the availability of the best 
type of candidate, producing a bank of talent exclusive not only 
to a sector, but to a company, allowing for a far more efficient 
recruitment model. 

Choppy waters: coping with economic 
uncertainty
In addition to a more efficient recruitment model, RPOs 
provide a malleable approach that flexes to cope with the peaks 
and troughs of demand. The current global economic climate 
makes such a fluid approach attractive to specialist industries, 
such as the port sector, as they are likely to experience the 
greatest swings during such periods of instability. Recruitment 
outsourcing can upscale or downscale in line with a company’s 
needs, while ensuring the very best talent is maintained and 
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monitored. Such flexibility and control ensures that, despite the 
number of skilled graduates shrinking, contact is maintained with 
a core group whether the need to hire is urgent or not. The most 
impartial recruitment companies are ‘pure-play’ RPOs, which 
are independent of agency ownership and therefore offer clients 
greater objectivity in the sourcing and selection of talent. 

Although RPOs have the ability to pick from the best 
talent available, they are not restricted by association with any 
one agency. This means that they are able to unify what could 
potentially be a disjointed process, ensuring that all potential 
employees have the same positive candidate experience, fostering 
a positive working environment and attracting the best possible 
talent. 

While RPO seems the ideal solution to port businesses 
looking to grow or improve a team in the face of a global talent 
shortage, it should be made clear that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
approach to RPO. Solutions are affected by emphasis on different 
recruitment performance indicators, which need to be evaluated 
before moving forward.

First port of call: tailoring outsourcing for 
specific needs
While RPO provides an efficient solution to the impending 
talent shortage which traditional methods of recruitment 
might not, not all outsourcers will tailor their approach towards 
a specific sector or organisation. Before embarking on a 
recruitment drive, Omni works with its clients to define their key 
objective, be it cost reduction, time to hire or quality of talent.

If the goal is to reduce costs, then the solution will likely 
exploit the lowest cost sources for candidates possible. This 
would probably mean that time to hire would be considered less 
important, therefore an outsourcer may suggest an exclusive focus 

on web-based recruitment, drawing back from utilising agencies 
in a drive to cut costs. 

If the priority is time to hire, the solution may focus on 
approaching as many sources as are available. This is a more 
costly process and requires the filtering of candidates, usually by 
using an automated process based on robust technology which is 
supported by a well-staffed team. 

If the aim is to recruit the highest quality staff, the focus will 
centre on a well-formulated assessment and selection process. This 
would have to be carefully managed, with recruiting managers 
prepared for a longer wait than they may ideally like. Solutions are 
not always mutually exclusive, and it is rare that one priority will 
completely override the others, which is why a tailored approach 
provided by an outsourcer often represents the best option. 

Digitising docks: web-based recruitment 
and passive talent
No sector has been transformed by the technological advances 
made in computing and the advent of the internet quite like the 
port industry. It has revolutionised the way in which ports operate 
and do business, from digitally tracking cargo and updating 
schedules online to the increasingly sophisticated technology 
operators need to be able to use. 

Anticipating that the majority of job searching would take 
place online, Omni invested significantly in digital recruitment. 
This has led to the development and honing of cutting-edge 
recruitment technology, which delivers unprecedented levels of 
control and visibility over all key recruitment metrics. Software 
is able to streamline each stage of the recruitment process, 
including initial advertisement, candidate filtering according to 
predetermined key skill, rejection and feedback, and interview 
arrangements. Not only can this unique program vastly improve 

FIGURE 1: Developing young talent (courtesy of Maritime and Engineering College North West).
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efficiency by generating a high performance “engine” that 
provides the best people, in the quickest time, at the least possible 
cost, it also brings the flexibility to be implemented as a stand-
alone system, or as part of a wider RPO service. 

A strong digital focus gives companies the capability to recruit 
for short-term contractors and permanent staff, and to passively 
monitor outstanding candidates with a view to long-term 
team expansion or improvement. The ability to nourish passive 
talent will be crucial for the successful execution of a longer-
term strategy for ports; investment in online assets now will reap 
dividends offline in the future.

Conclusion
In the current economic climate, it is more essential than ever 
that businesses in specialist sectors adopt a malleable recruitment 
policy that flexes to cope with the peaks and troughs of 
the industry, all the while ensuring that the very best talent is 
retained or monitored. Looking ahead, the UK and Europe-
wide deficit in talent needs to be addressed by a sustained drive 
to make technology and related subjects a more appealing career 
option. If this doesn’t happen, domestic governments risk losing 
prized positions to foreign workers. RPO represents the most 
efficient solution to those in the port sector looking to reshape 
their workforce to meet the fluctuating demands of the industry. 
Any organisation should select its RPO partner carefully, and 
work with them to design the most appropriate solution to 

meet their own requirements. RPO is not a commodity and 
the development of the ideal solution necessarily demands a 
consultative approach. 
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FIGURE 2: Specialized skills in high demand (courtesy of Maritime and Engineering College North West).
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