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Winning the War for Top Talent in the VAR / MSP Community 
With a solid plan and strong execution, you can put the odds in your favor. 

 

 

   

For most companies, interviewing is an infrequent event and 
typically not at the top of the list of an owner’s or manager’s 
most favorite task to perform.  But with a little advance 
preparation, you can improve the outcome of your efforts. 

Over the years VAR Staffing has had the good fortune of 
working with hundreds of clients and capturing best practices. 
To that goal of best practices, VAR Staffing is pleased to offer 
the following guidelines in this short eBook. 
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So………….Looking to hire another employee like this? 

 
And want to be sure this one does not show up? 
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CHAPTER 1—Think about your Image, Message, and Future 

 

Tell a good story – Words have power. Everyone wants to 
work for a company who embraces a similar culture and 
work environment that aligns with their desires, regardless 
of company size.  Take time to understand a candidate’s 
desires and motivations as it applies to making a job change; 
and be sure your firm can satisfy those key desires or 
motivations.   Speak to their desires directly. 

Sell what you have – If you do not have the latest and 
greatest in technology for example, don’t try to cover that 
fact up.  Instead, assess and catalog other advantages and 
strengths your company may have, and be prepared to 
showcase those strengths at the appropriate time during an 
interview. 

Money still matters, but money should never be the 
primary reason to hire someone – Competitive wages are 
still a necessity, but that does not mean you will be forced to 
hire at the top 10% of the wage scale.  Besides salary and 
benefits, more and more candidates are increasingly 
interested in what a company stands for socially and 
collectively, as well as desiring the company to have a 
positive social and business impact. 

Flexibility can be key – This is not new and has always been 
important to employees; but flexibility has taken on even 
greater importance with the emergence of the millennial 
generation.  Work from home policies, management by goal 
attainment rather than task oversight, flexible schedules and 
work hours when appropriate for the job responsibilities, 
and even job sharing (part time workers sharing the same 
job) can be strategic advantages you can offer to attract top 
talent. 

Get referrals – Your employees know your firm, so they 
should have a good idea of the type of individual that will fit 
in well.  Ask your best employees to reach out to people they 
know and let them know you are hiring. 

 

 

WINNING THE WAR 
FOR TOP TALENT 

 

As the outsourcing of IT 
services continues to 
expand, successful IT 
Solution providers must hire 
the “Right Talent”.  Winning 
the war to top talent has 
always been a challenge, 
even for companies 
perceived to be at the top 
of their game. 

 

Here are some important 
items to understand and 
address when recruiting top 
talent: 
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Replace or Upgrade with the future in mind – Whether you are forced to replace a staff member, or 
upgrading the team, keep the future in mind.  Hiring new talent is the time to improve your ability to 
meet future growth or service goals, while sharing that vision with the candidates being interviewed. 

 

 

Keep the 80 / 20 rule in mind – Top talent is not necessarily the person with the exact mix of skills you 
are looking for.  They may appear to be an easier decision, but as mentioned before, keep the future in 
mind.  If you do not have a clear growth path for this “perfect fit”, they may not last long.  On the other 
hand, if someone has 80% of the key or core skills and experience you are looking for, most likely you 
should interview them.  You may find it is the 20% of the skills they lack that make your opportunity 
attractive to them, and that period of professional growth will improve loyalty and retention. 

Website – Is it your worst enemy or your best friend when it comes to presenting the image of your firm 
you desire?  In today’s world, it must be mobile friendly, and current.  In a tech savvy world, it is safe to 
say that close to 100% of any technical candidate is going to visit your website, and form an opinion 
before they interview with your company. 

Social Media – FaceBook, Linkedin, Twitter – All create an image and impression of your firm.  If you 
use them sparingly, use them wisely. Keep personal, negative comments off these sites (including your 
personal accounts). 
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“My employees are much easier 
to lose and harder to replace 

these days…” 

 

    

Chapter 2 - Good Employees - Easier to Lose; Harder to Replace 
 

This is the message more and more companies are experiencing in today’s shortage of technical talent. 
Anecdotal experience and studies abound to 
support this position, compounded by the fact 
that a recent report by the Society of Human 
Resources indicated 17% of new employees 
leave within the first 3 months due to poor on-
boarding practices. 

 

So regardless of the real or perceived severity of the problem, one truism exists; employee retention 
continues to increase in importance. What can you do to improve the odds of keeping your high value 
employees? 

Here are 4 simple ideas: 

1 - First impressions matter 

Employers need to pay attention to the onboarding process; and not just during the first 30 days of 
employment. Create a plan that begins prior to day 1; welcoming the employee to the team and better 
acclimating them to your environment. Continue to build on that effort with a 6-month success strategy. 
Follow this link to an article on this topic published by SHRM for additional good ideas to consider. 

 

2 - Flexible benefits increase in importance 

There comes a time when many companies simply cannot continue to provide significant raises, and 
flexibility and customizing benefits packages become key to employee retention. This recent 2017 article 
published by Bloomberg Law provides insight into how several larger companies are addressing this 
challenge. 

 

3 - Millennials want to grow and be coached 

Traditional management techniques applied to baby boomers don’t cut it with most. That means non-
millennial managers may need to revisit their management style, and even receive coaching on how to 
flex their management approach with this changing workforce. Agree or disagree; with over 6 million 
views on YouTube, Simon Sinek stirred these flames in a controversial discussion on managing 
millennials & generational awareness late 2016. 

 
 

http://www.varstaffing.com/
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hER0Qp6QJNU


www.VARstaffing.com    972-996-0966 

4 - Pay attention to employee connection & company direction 

Both employee connection & company direction rank at the top of the most valued criteria according to 
a survey conducted by Workplace Dynamics for the Top 100 places to work for in the Dallas – Fort 
Worth area in 2016.  

They surveyed 124,744 employees in 319 companies and received 81,344 responses. Connection to a 
company (feeling genuinely appreciated) was number one with 75% of the respondents, and Company 
Direction (confidence in the business direction of the company) was number two with 74% of the 
respondents. 

Contrary to what many may believe, employee tenure was actually higher in 2016 (about 4.2 years), 
than in the late 1980’s according to data in the Bureaus of Labor Statistics (BLS). Focused hiring 
initiatives, combined with a well-planned onboarding process and creating an inclusive work 
environment, will help improve retention. 

 

Coming up next: 

 10 Tips to Improve Employee Retention 
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CHAPTER 3—10 Tips to Improve Employee Retention 

 

While some employee turnover is inevitable, turnover is expensive to any company. Business owners 
and managers immediately feel the pain when an employee tenders their resignation. Costs to the 
business include both hard and soft costs such as: loss of critical operational knowledge and experience, 
training costs for the new hire replacement, likely higher starting salary for the replacement employee, 
possible customer impact when a critical employee is lost, potential productivity impact on other 
employees until the lost employee is replaced, and more. 

 

The Millennial Generation has caused a shift in how companies manage and retain employees. In 2014, 
Millennials made up 36% of the work force, projected to be 46% in the year 2020, and 75% of the 
workforce in 2030. And whether anyone believes it is easier or more difficult to manage employees 
these days, it doesn’t matter: you must still manage effectively. 

 

Here are ten tips to help improve both employee retention and most likely improve the performance of 
your organization. 

1. Embrace a coaching culture to attract Millennials. 
2. Compete with improved or flexible benefits, and not just salary; although paying market salary is 

almost always the price of entry when hiring a new employee. 
3. Hire carefully – but not fearfully. There is no such thing as the perfect job, and there is no such 

thing as the perfect employee. Have a clear understanding of the job responsibilities and the 
true career path when you hire to decrease the chance of an incorrect hire. 

4. Consistent training is mandatory – especially if the Millennials you are courting are technical 
employees. 

5. Know your culture and hire with that culture in mind. A disruptive employee can be a cancer 
inside your company. 

6. Listen to your employees – consider holding quarterly or semi-annual listening sessions to 
obtain your employee’s opinion as to what is running well, and what might need attention. 

7. Selectively ask a few of your most valued employees what keeps them there, and what do they 
like most about their job. Use that information to influence how your team or company is 
managed to improve overall employee satisfaction. 

8. Recognize your employee’s performance in a manner or style that is consistent with your 
company’s culture. 

9. Consider implementing a flexible work schedule or work environment when possible. Embrace a 
goal oriented, tangible results approach whenever possible, and allow (within reason) employee 
flexibility to accomplish their goals. 

10. Periodically revisit what works, and what is not working as well as desired. The best managed 
companies constantly reevaluate their performance and approach, looking for areas to improve. 

http://www.varstaffing.com/
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CHAPTER 4—Navigating the “Passive” and “Talent Hire” Candidate 

 

 

 

 

When the time comes to add to your team, it would be nice if you could just push a button or post an ad 
and have the right candidate show up at your front door.   

 

Unfortunately, this isn’t the case in the real world. With unemployment in the technology sector at an 
all-time low, simply relying on “active and reactive candidates” won’t suffice with the “Right Talent” in 
such high demand.  This leaves most VARs & MSPs reliant on two different candidate pools: Passive 
Candidates and Talent Hire Candidates.   
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The good news is that, in general, the best employees come from 
these candidate pools.  The bad news is that they are the hardest 
to identify and navigate the hiring process. 

 

Here are a few tips for navigating both. 

 

How to make a “Talent Hire” without assuming unreasonable 
risk: 

• Understand the 80 / 20 rule as it applies to candidates.   If 
a candidate has 80% of the experience for the open 
position, most likely it is the 20% of experience they lack, 
that makes your position attractive from a career 
viewpoint. 

 
 

• The 20% “learning opportunity” in almost all cases, helps 
improve employee tenure.  After all, technical 
professionals seem to be hard wired to learn new skills, 
and that is an attractive message to a good candidate. 

 

 
• Have a few questions in your interview process that 

identify problem solving skills (don’t make it a Mensa 
level challenge – unless you can pay Mensa level 
compensation), rather than just specific experience level 
questions. 

 
• Look for examples of how someone has overcome 

previous challenges in which they were not highly 
experienced.  This adds concrete knowledge to help 
understand someone’s analytical and learning 
capabilities. 

 

 
• Do not hire out of desperation, but for a growing number 

of technical positions, it is necessary to re-evaluate the 
criteria against which you will make your hiring decision.  
Have a clear definition of what skills need to be 
developed, and how your firm is going to support that 
skillset development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Talent Hires” are candidates with 
solid foundational general 
experience, have the talent to 
succeed in the next step of the 
career ladder, but have yet to do 
so.  For example, taking your best 
service desk technician and moving 
them into the field as junior 
project engineer. 

 

A Passive Candidate is typically a 
candidate that is performing the 
precise role you are seeking to fill, 
and isn’t looking to make a career 
move, but would be interested in 
exploring the right opportunity. 

 

Talent Hire Candidates and 
Passive Candidates 
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So, what does it take to recruit a Passive Candidate? 

 

 
 

Here are three important items to remember when recruiting and interviewing passive candidates: 

 

• Sweeten the “career” pot. For a passive candidate to leave his or her current employer, be sure 
you have an attractive compensation and benefits package waiting. Most employees won’t 
leave a job he or she is content with, for another job that promises effectively the same duties 
and vision. Whether it’s an enhanced title and duties, a better salary or both, remember your 
message needs to resonate strongly with a passive candidate. A clear map for advancement, 
benefits and job satisfaction will set your company ahead of the competition. 
 

• It’s not always about just the Money. As we’ve discussed in previous blogs, employees aren’t 
just looking for the most money, but a strong compensation package is a requisite just to 
compete effectively.  In our 2018 top 5 predictions, we detailed the most common desired 
improvements we hear candidates express (besides compensation).  A quick recap is below: 
 

• Continued technical training and career growth 
• Work/life balance 
• Immediate and improved healthcare benefits and expense moderation or reduction 
• Greater control over the use of PTO (also relating to work/life balance challenges) 

 

• Prepare for the counter-offer. If a company gets wind that one of its star employees might jump 
ship for a better offer, executives might leap into action to retain the professional. It’s important 
to anticipate the fact that a good candidate will likely be enticed to stay with his/her current 
employer. 

 

http://www.varstaffing.com/
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The question is rarely asked in this manner, but it should be: 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 - How do I Maximize my ROI when using a Recruiting Firm? 
 

As we enter the concluding years of the second decade of the century, we continue to see strong 
employment numbers, specifically in the IT sector, and, most especially, the IT Service Provider 
community. Simply put, current demand for talent remains high; retention of key employees critical; 
hiring qualified staff a necessity.   

 

When you make the decision to use a recruiting firm, how do you ensure you receive the best value for 
your investment in the recruiting fee? 

 

Here are 6 Common Sense and experiential Best Practices to improve your use of recruiting firms. 

1. Educate the Recruiting Firm – Thoroughly and Accurately.  Don’t take short cuts.  As defined 
further below, the recruiter will be the first person a candidate speaks with regarding your 
opportunity.  If they cannot articulate the value proposition regarding why a qualified candidate 
should consider your firm, then all is lost from the start.  Basic information they should be able to 
initially articulate should include: 

• Why is the position open (growth, replacement, new business initiative, etc.)? 
• What will the day to day responsibilities be in the role (not just a list of desired skills), 

and who will they work with daily? 
• A short profile of the company, and the level of management the person will report to. 
• What is the available career path for a top performing professional? 
• Other information unique to your company that can or should be used to attract a 

qualified candidate’s interest. 
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2. Timely / Accurate Communication is Key—The single biggest issue that destroys a successful 
search is lack of timely or precise communication. 

 
• Silence or lack of timely feedback is the most difficult language to interpret after an 

interview, and no recruiting firm can interpret silence correctly. Worse yet, it is 
disrespectful to the person who interviewed, and reflects poorly on the hiring company. 
 

• It is impossible to refine a search effort if the candidate feedback is something along the 
lines of, “they just were not a good fit, or we just could not get comfortable with them”. 
Be specific with your feedback to accurately guide the recruiting efforts. 

 

3. Be Committed to the Process – Completely.  Don’t waste your and the recruiting firm’s time if the 
position has not been approved by senior management, budget approved, interview process 
defined, realistic compensation levels approved, and a defined process to on-board a new 
employee put in place.   

 

Most work performed by recruiting firms is done on a contingency basis; which means they work 
for free until they fill your position. Recruiting firms understand business needs change, and 
sometimes a decision is made to not fill a role or to delay filling a position.  That event should be 
the exception to the rule. 

 

4. Be Realistic – both in terms of experience and compensation expectations.   Recruiting firms do 
not “make the market” in terms of candidate salaries and experience.  They cannot deliver what 
does not exist, nor are they in the business of delivering what is referred to as the “Purple 
Squirrel”.  That does not mean you must settle for poorly qualified candidates, but your criteria 
must be realistic.   

 

If budget constraints (or other market forces) prevent you from hiring at the desired experience 
level, then evaluate possibilities to redefine or shift some of the job responsibilities among 
existing staff.  Consider hiring at a more junior level but with someone who is a high talent level 
(as assessed against the years of experience they possess), and then partner the individual with an 
existing employee to accelerate their learning process.  Or perhaps evaluate the opportunity to 
promote someone into the open role, and then backfill that individual’s job if possible. 
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Apply the Praeto Principle in hiring whenever possible 
to improve employee loyalty and retention. 

 
5. Understand the 80 / 20 Rule.  We have said it before, and we will say it again……the 80 / 20 

concept can be a very powerful attraction in a candidate’s decision. Talented technical 
professionals are typically hard wired to learn and enjoy learning. Rarely does a candidate tell the 
recruiting firm they are interested in doing exactly the same job, using the same skills, for the 
same salary, with limited career growth options. 
 
As stated previously, if a candidate possesses 80% of the desired skills and experience to perform 
the job, then they are typically worthy of interviewing. Almost without exception, it is the 20% of 
experience or skills they DO NOT possess that makes the job attractive to them, and that can be 
used to the hiring company’s advantage. 
 
Showing a clear career path, providing opportunity to develop increased skills or advancement 
above the level of someone’s current role, is a testament to a firm’s investment in a new hire. 
That investment will have greater appeal and decision leverage, than just doing the same job with 
a different employer at a slightly higher salary. 

6. Be Decisive (but not desperate). Recruiting firms understand it is everyone’s desire to have as 
many qualified candidates as possible to make a confident decision; most recruiting firms have the 
same goal. But just quantity is not always a good substitute for quality.  If a highly qualified 
candidate is identified in the set of first round interviews, do not unreasonably delay moving 
forward in anticipation of a potentially better candidate. That does not mean an offer or final 
round interviews should be rushed, but letting one or two weeks go by without moving the 
process forward can be costly in today’s opportunity rich environment for quality professionals. 

 

Conclusion: The best ROI occurs when the foundation for the recruiting effort has been thoroughly 
defined, a proven process is put in place, and the use of a recruiting firm is viewed as an investment in 
your human capital asset, rather than just an expense. 
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A Few Final Thoughts 
For most companies, interviewing is a process that occurs 
irregularly.  However necessary and important hiring is to a 
company, the interviewing process is an interruption to the 
normal business flow.  As such, it is important to have a well 
thought out approach before interviews are started. 

• First Impressions are important.  The book, “Blink: 
The Power of Thinking Without Thinking” by Malcom 
Gladwell (published in 2005 and still very relevant 
today) speaks to this importance, as well as to the 
power of quick, intuitive decision making. 

 
• Words have power, but you do not have to be an 

orator of Winston Churchill stature to articulate the 
value of joining your firm. Advance preparation to 
describe why a position is open, the impact the role 
will have towards the wellbeing of the company, 
career paths available to employees, and other 
relevant information to help “sell the value” of 
joining your firm, is an endeavor well worth the time 
investment.   

 
• If multiple employees are involved in the interview process, meet prior to conducting any 

interviews, and establish individual responsibilities, type(s) of information to be discussed 
during the interview by each member, and how the information will be captured and 
disseminated back to the team members involved. 

 
• Agree upon a general interview process and stick to it.  Don’t conduct ad hoc interviews that 

prevent you from having a common base line to evaluate candidates, or do not capture the 
desired information during an interview. 
 

• Understand the importance of timely communication, both to the candidate’s being 
interviewed, as well as to the recruiting firm if you are using one.   Interviewing is a two-way 
street; while the candidate is creating an impression of who they are during the interview, so is 
the company.  Firms are well served to create as positive a true image as possible during 
interviews, in much the same vein attempted when pursuing and serving your client base. 
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About VAR Staffing 

 

VAR Staffing’s sole focus is helping the VAR and MSP Community hire the Right Talent for the 
Right Position. 

 

Working with a national client base, VAR Staffing brings industry knowledge and expertise, local 
market intelligence, and 10+ years of serving the specialized and unique VAR / MSP industry. 

 

We wish you great success with your technical hiring and retention efforts.   If VAR Staffing can 
assist you with hiring the right person for the right job, we welcome a conversation.     

 

Call us at 972-996-0966 
or email Ashley Williamson at:  AWilliamson@VARstaffing.com 
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