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Since March 2020, Pentir, the recruitment specialist, has been working 
in a context that has not been faced before. The first lockdown 
restrictions brought a halt to leadership appointment processes and 
many floundered. At this time, Pentir was supporting a number of 
clients with key appointments. The initial reaction was “stop the 
process” and “let’s wait until this is all over”. The feeling was that 
it would be virtually impossible to put in place a fair, effective and 
rigorous interview/assessment process. How wrong we at Pentir were.

Like many organisations across 
all walks of life, we had to adapt 
quickly to virtual recruitment 
and the Government’s evolving 
guidance. What follows are some 
points of learning for now and for 
the future.

Recruitment of the best quality leaders underpins successful organisations.  
That hasn’t changed in the light of the pandemic. In fact, it is arguably more important.



BUILDING CANDIDATE RAPPORT

ASSESSING CANDIDATES

Traditionally leadership recruitment processes in Colleges, 
Academies and Schools have been conducted over 
two/three days with a number of interviews, exercises 
and tasks, involving a wide range of stakeholders. This 
needed rethinking given the restrictions of the pandemic. 
Organisations went back to first principles and considered 
“What exactly are we trying to assess using this particular 
element of the process?” The resulting approaches were 
often different. However, in each case, the result was a fair, 
rigorous and informative recruitment process. 

Exercises and tasks were completed online with timescales 
set. This worked well and provided early information on 
a candidate’s skills and ability in different areas – financial 
management, data analysis and practical in-trays were all 

used effectively. Lesson tasks with students also worked 
well. Psychometric assessment was completed online and 
identified areas for probing at interview. 

Stakeholder interview sessions were completed virtually. 
Microsoft Teams was the most popular method, allowing the 
organisation to retain control of the environment. Panels with 
trustees, governors and students all worked well but needed 
detailed planning and support.

The result was a more streamlined process. The number of 
stakeholders reduced but the range remained – trustees/
governors/staff/students and representatives of strategic 
partner organisations were involved at one time or another.

Recruiting organisations focus on making processes really rigorous and rightly so. However, they often 
miss the point that candidates are also assessing the organisation and the best leaders can choose their 
next role. The lockdown restrictions brought a greater focus on this. Significant thought needed to be 
given to the following - “What is attractive about this role?” and “Why is this role attractive to the 
candidate we really want?” It required some honest self-reflection from the recruiting organisation.

Then the question was “How should this be communicated?” Previously, many candidates commented 
that their visit to the College/School/Academy was a significant influencing factor in them applying for a 
role. This was no longer possible or convenient.

So, what was actually being communicated as part of such 
a tour? Could it be replicated? How could candidates be 
convinced that this was the right role for them? Virtual tours 
were certainly part of the solution but more needed to be 
done. Live question and answer sessions with students were 
used. Conversations with other key stakeholders, trustees 
and governors also helped with developing rapport and 
commitment. Organisations that were rather traditional and 
avoided engagement, or were too busy to engage, lost out 
on talented people. 

Creating the opportunity for candidates to ask questions about 
the role or the process of appointment made a difference. As a 
third-party organisation supporting clients with key leadership 
appointments, we devote a great deal of time to this. We 
are well aware that availability at odd times of the day and 
responding to questions that often seem simplistic but loom 
large in a candidate’s mind help secure the best possible 
shortlist. The little things we do in between the formal elements 
in any appointment process help to keep candidates engaged. 
This didn’t always prevent individuals withdrawing their interest 
but it did improve commitment during this period.



SECURING CANDIDATE COMMITMENT AND PROVIDING REASSURANCE

Deciding to leave your current role and move to another is 
a significant decision at any time and is particularly the case 
during a period when perhaps “keeping your head down” 
seems the default option. Whilst submitting an application 
was the first indication of candidate commitment, this needed 
to be built upon throughout any appointment process.

The quality of the information sent out to candidates 
throughout the appointment process was important. 
Following this up with a conversation gave candidates the 
chance to ask about anything that wasn’t clear. In applying  
for a role candidates are stepping into the unknown. The 
ability to give reassurance about the process and answer 
questions on it was even more important in this context.  
We have a strongly held belief that if individuals are prepared 
to put themselves forward for a role they should be properly 
supported throughout. 

For stakeholder sessions using video technology, trial runs 
were important for candidates who were less familiar with the 
particular platform. These were used to ensure that no-one was 
disadvantaged. The call to check everything was OK on the day 
or the night before replaced the reassuring conversation that 
candidates might have at reception on arrival. 

For parts of the process that were going to be recorded, 
candidates were made aware of this and this was completed 
in line with GDPR legislation. This included the timescales 
that the recordings would be kept for.

Information about who to contact if they had a problem 
on the day was also critical. The stress of having unreliable 
technology or being uncomfortable/unfamiliar with its use  
in an interview situation cannot be underestimated.

FACE TO FACE INTERVIEWS AND ASSESSMENT ACROSS VIDEO TECHNOLOGY

This was a different experience to the usual face-to-face 
interview and dialogue. Both candidates and clients needed 
support in order to feel comfortable using technology.  
The process was more intense than a face-to-face interview. 
Breaks needed to be in place between the interviews. 

Assessing candidates via a virtual platform required a great 
deal of concentration, more than a face-to-face encounter. 
Some candidates were experienced with the positioning of the 
camera etc. others were less so. Some looked to compensate 
for their insecurity with notes plastered all around their device 
and camera – this was clear to see and unconvincing.

FINAL INTERVIEWS

The approach to “final panel interviews” differed from client 
to client and tier to tier. Some clients used virtual processes 
throughout and held their final interviews via Teams. Others had 
face-to-face interviews in a classroom format where assessors 
were spread throughout a room in a socially distanced way. 
Others had a mixed economy with the candidate having to 
communicate with some of the assessors online and others in 
the room – “blended interviews”.  

Consideration needed to be given to the layout of rooms and 
equipment so candidates could give their best.

Gathering and analysing feedback was more complex.  
Time needed to be devoted to pull this together, particularly  
if assessors were in different locations. Sharing feedback through 
Google Docs and other shared technology worked well. 

FEEDBACK TO CANDIDATES - REPUTATION MANAGEMENT

The analysis of the evidence from the various methods used 
was obviously key for effective decision making. In addition, 
candidates were very keen to have feedback from a virtual 
process, particularly if it was their first. 

The rule of thumb is that if you provide relevant feedback and 
run a process that is fair, considered and well thought through 
then a candidate will tell one or two people. If you don’t they 
will tell twenty or thirty. It doesn’t take a mathematician to 
calculate the potential negative impact.
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KEY LEARNING POINTS

1. Recruiting in such circumstances is different. Whilst there 
are obvious restrictions, there are also opportunities. 

2. Give deep consideration as to what you really want to 
assess and the best way to do this – which elements, 
exercises and tasks enable a fair, inclusive approach and 
provide rigorous evidence for decision making.

3. Recruitment processes are a two-way street – the best 
candidates are assessing you as you assess them.

4. Build rapport with candidates at three key points:
a) as they are considering applying for the role
b) throughout the recruitment and assessment process
c) after the process has been completed –  
    treat unsuccessful candidates as you would like  
    to be treated.

If you are interested in finding out more about how we work with clients and our 
services supporting leadership appointments or more generally securing and building 
capacity for organisations, then do contact us.
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