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Hiring isn’t ‘stuck’ because talent isn’t there - it’s
stuck because approvals, interviews and
onboarding aren’t engineered to move quick
enough. Fix the workflow and the market suddenly s
feels very different.” e

Anthony Butler, Managing Director, Vermelo ¢
anthony.butler@VermeloRPO.com
07843 625 559
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WHAT “HIRING AGILITY” MEANS IN
2026

Hiring agility is the ability to flex speed, cost, experience and compliance without
rebuilding your hiring approach every quarter.”

In this report, agility is defined by five pillars:

Speed Visibility Compliance Experience Cost Control

How quickly How clearly you How audit-ready ~ The consistency Your ability to
you move from can see pipeline,  your process is of candidate, benchmark,
requisition to performance, and  (and how early contractor, and forecast and

start date spend compliance hiring manager govern spend

happens) journeys

What you'll get from this report

A grounded view of what’s happening in UK hiring in 2026
A diagnostic: the Hiring Agility Index (10-minute self assessment)
A set of red flags to spot hidden risk early

A decision guide: operating models matched to constraints
A practical 90-day plan you can lift into an internal roadmap
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UK HIRING MARKET 2026: WHAT’S
ACTUALLY HAPPENING

The market cooled but it didn’t get simple

2026 is a selective, cautious market. Organisations are hiring, but more carefully.
Candidates are open to change, but more risk-aware. And the roles that matter
most, those tied to revenue, resilience, regulation and delivery, still attract strong
competition.

The key shift is this: even when availability improves overall, hiring difficulty often
becomes operational. Many organisations don’t lose because talentisn’t there; they lose
because their process can’t convert it reliably.

The 2026 pattern: more scrutiny, slower decisions.

Across HR and TA teams, 2026 is defined by:
 tighter governance on headcount and spend
increased stakeholder involvement in decisions
stronger demands for ROI, quality and supplier performance
compliance and audit readiness moving from periodic concerns to daily requirements
uneven confidence across sectors, driving cautious hiring waves

What this means for HR, People and TA leaders

If your organisation is waiting for the market to “return to normal”, you’ll be
caught between:

e business demand to hire (for delivery and growth), and

e business pressure to control risk (budget + compliance + reputation)

Hiring agility is the bridge between those two demands.
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The friction points slowing hiring down

1.Intake ambiguity: Unclear role scope creates rework; interviews become
discovery instead of evaluation

2.Approval drag: Unclear ownership and slow sign-off slow everything downstream.”

3.Interview inflation: More stakeholders add stages; more stages add scheduling
drag and drop-off

4.Compliance outside the workflow: Late or manual checks create unpredictable
delays and erode trust

5.0nboarding drop-off: “Offer accepted” isn’t the finish line; the offer-to-start period
is a second funnel.

How to measure decision latency

Don’t drown in metrics. Track the minimum:

« approval time (requisition raised > approved)
stage dwell time (time spent in each stage)
offer acceptance rate
time-to-hire (requisition > accepted offer)
time-to-start / time-to-onboard
blockers list (top 3 recurring causes of delay)

The practical fix: Clarity drives speed; lock the role, cap stages, embed compliance
early, run onboarding to an SLA, and review weekly to stop drift.

Book a discovery call to benchmark hiring agility



WHERE COMPETITION IS STILL BRUTAL:
THE SKILLS HEAT MAP (2026)

Scarcity has moved, not vanished.

Even in a cooler market, many organisations still experience “red zone” hiring in roles that combine:

e specialist expertise

e regulatory or audit requirements
¢ high delivery urgency

¢ high consequence of failure

This is why the market can appear looser overall while critical hiring still feels hard.

The 2026 Talent Heat Map

Operationally, you don’t need one EVP, process or supplier
strategy; you need cluster-specific hiring design with tailored
stages, speed expectations, messaging, assessment and close.
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PAY & ATTRACTION: WHY OFFERS
STILL FAIL

When pay pressure eases in the headlines, many leaders expect acceptance rates
to rise. In reality, offer failure is rarely just about salary, it’s about confidence. If the
role feels unclear, the process feels slow, or the start feels uncertain, the offer
becomes less attractive even at a higher number.

The four reasons offers fail

1.Role ambiguity beats salary: If candidates sense
the role will shift after joining, hesitation increases -
“a bit of everything” is a red flag

2.Speed is part of the deal: |n priority role groups, a
slow process signals indecision; indecision erodes
confidence and acceptance.

3.The non-pay deal is assumed, not articulated:
Flexibility, progression, learning and workload
expectations matter - but only if they’re made
explicit.

4.Start friction breaks commitment: The gap
between “yes” and “start date” is where
momentum dies; clarity keeps people committed.

What you need to offer

¢ Proof over promises: show
progression pathways, onboarding
plans, team stability and ways of Before making the offer, confirm:
working

e Reduce candidate risk: role
clarity + success outcomes + pay
bands + predictable stages

¢ Tailor by cluster: different role
groups respond to different
drivers; align your message to
what that talent segment values
most

Offer acceptance checklist

] Outcomes + must-haves locked

] Interview stages complete

] Approver(s) and decision makers aligned
] Full package agreed (pay + non-pay)

] Checks triggered (screening/IR35)

] Start plan owned (dates + steps)
] Close plan set (risks covered)

vermelo
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THE HIRING AGILITY INDEX:
SELF-ASSESSMENT

How to use this self assessment index:

Each pillar has 4 questions. Score each question 0-5, then add them up to get the pillar score (0-20).
Scale: 0=notin place; 1 = ad hoc/inconsistent; 3 = mostly consistent; 5 = fully consistent and measured (use 2/4

for in-between).

o Step 1 (TAview): Complete the index as an HR/People/Talent Acquisition leader and total the score
(0-100).

e Step 2 (business view): Ask a senior hiring manager leader to score each pillar independently and
total the score (0-100).

e Step 3 (alighment check): Compare totals to identify any gaps relating to friction, ownership and
inconsistency - see interpretation of results for more details on what the differences could mean.

e Step 4 (urgency check): Tick all red flags - they drive what to fix first

Questions (Give each question a score of between 0-5) Score
- Do we lock outcomes, must-haves, pay/rate guardrails, interview plan and decision [ 1]
owners at the start?
T . Are stages capped and predictable by role type, with minimal extra stages added mid- [ 1]
o rocess?
Q Process
o - Do we consistently meet SLAs and track time-to-hire/time-to-start by role group/team? [ 1
(/) - Dowe actively manage the offer-to-start gap (preboarding, comms cadence, drop-off [ 1]
tracking)?
Total score:

Red flags (tick all that apply)

[0 Time-to-hire or time-to-onboard regularly exceeds your agreed SLA (e.g., 25+ days)
[ Interview stages are frequently added mid-process (“just one more”)

[] Offer turnaround time is slow or inconsistent (decision delays after final stage)

[J Offer-to-start drop-off isn’t measured (or is rising)

Red flags (tick all that apply)

[0 No central dashboard for roles, pipeline, ageing, offers and starts

[ Different teams use different definitions (no shared reporting standards)
[J Bottlenecks aren’t visible by stage or stakeholder group

[0 Spend is fragmented or “surprises” appear (agencies/contractors)
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Questions (Give each question a score of between 0-5) Score
- Are checks triggered at requisition stage (or early workflow), not left until offer/onboarding? [ 1
- Is compliance applied consistently across business units, hiring managers and suppliers? [ 1
- Can we evidence checks quickly (who/what/when/where stored) without manual follow-up? [ 1
- Is ownership clear, with SLAs and an escalation route? [ 1

Red flags (tick all that apply) Total score:
[0 Compliance steps are manual, late or inconsistently applied /20
[J Audit evidence is hard to produce quickly

[JIR35/screening/data steps sit outside the workflow

[0 Ownership is unclear (TA/HR/Procurement/Hiring Managers)

Compliance

Red flags (tick all that apply)

[J] Candidate communication are inconsistent (or owned by “whoever has time”)
[0 Manager complaints repeat with no closed-loop action

[J Candidate/manager satisfaction isn’t measured

[J Onboarding/provisioning causes drop-offs or day-one delays

_o' Questions (Give each question a score of between 0-5) Score
= - Do we track cost-per-hire (perm) and cost-to-engage (contingent), with baselines? [ 1
¢~ - Do we have guardrails, approvals for exceptions, and controls to prevent drift? [ 1
© -Dowe score suppliers (speed, quality, compliance, cost) and act on it? [ 1
0 - Can we show outcomes vs cost (time saved, savings vs baseline, reduced drop-off, improved [ 1
%= compliance)?

»n
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o Red flags (tick all that apply)

[1 Cost-per-hire / cost-to-engage isn’t known or benchmarked

[J Contractor rates / agency fees vary without governance
[J Supplier sprawl without performance management
[J Spend rises without a baseline comparison or clear driver analysis

Total score: /100
Red flags ticked:
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INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS &
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

Use your total score (0-100) to understand overall maturity, then use red flags to set urgency
and sequencing.

80-100 | Strong hiring agility
What it means: Your model is working - focus on scaling what’s effective, tightening

consistency across teams and improving forecasting/Ml
Recommended action: Standardise your “how we hire” playbook and deepen dashboards

with decision-latency (approval + stage dwell) and drop-off insight

60-79 | Agile in places (bottlenecks present)
What it means: You’re functional but inconsistent - one or two pillars are dragging

performance
Recommended action: Run a 30-day fix sprint on the weakest pillar, cap interview stages and
launch a single minimum viable dashboard (requisitions, ageing, dwell time, offers, starts)

40-59 | Model drag (system is slowing outcomes)

What it means: Hiring is reactive and variable by team/manager - you’re losing time and
candidate confidence.

Recommended action: Reset intake as a contract (scope/comp/stages/owners), embed
compliance earlier and introduce a weekly blocker cadence with clear escalation.

0-39 | High risk / low control

What it means: Expect chronic hiring delays, unpredictable outcomes and heightened
compliance/cost exposure.

Recommended action: Execute a rapid operating model reset - triage
compliance/onboarding risk first, simplify stages, centralise visibility and enforce governance

for 30 days.
How to use the gap between

TA and Hiring Manager scores:

If TA scores higher than the business:
the process may exist, but managers
don’t experience it as reliable (often
intake claritym scheduling or
communication).

If the business scores higher than TA:
managers may be bypassing processes
or not seeing the compliance / visibility
/ costrisks TAis carrying.
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MATCHING HIRING MODELS TO
CONSTRAINTS

A decision guide for removing friction in permanent and contingent hiring.

This is your decision guide. Over the next few pages, we outline four proven operating
models that organisations often use in combination. The goal isn’t “more recruitment
activity" - it's removing the constraint that slows hiring down or increases risk.

.,

B
Embedded Talent: improving speed, \q
consistency and conversion a3

Best fit when the constraint is: speed, process
consistency, stakeholder experience, or
conversion through stages.

Typical symptoms

slow shortlisting and interview scheduling
inconsistent candidate updates
managers feel under-supported

ageing requisitions and variable quality

Key characteristics
e dedicated capacity aligned to business
priorities
e consistent role intake and stage design
e weekly cadence for pipeline and blockers
e consistent candidate and manager
communication

Indicators it’s working

stable throughput

predictable time-to-hire
improved offer acceptance

clear visibility and accountability

Book a discovery call to benchmark hiring agility

vermelo




MSP governance for contractor control,
compliance and supplier performance

Best when your constraint is: compliance, spend
visibility, contractor onboarding, or supplier
performance.

Typical symptoms
e fragmented contractor supply chain
e inconsistent onboarding timelines
e unclear IR35/compliance trail
e rate inconsistency and supplier sprawl

Key characteristics
e centralised contractor process and
onboarding governance
e compliance built into workflow with a clear
audit trail
e supplier scorecards and SLAs
e spend visibility, benchmarking and controls

Indicators it’s working
e faster time-to-onboard
e improved audit readiness
e measurable supplier performance
e stronger cost control vs baseline
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Talent Advisory for calibration, workforce
planning, and “right role” design

Best when your constraint is: unclear role
design, mis-hire risk, shifting demand, or market
mismatch.

Typical symptoms

e “We can’t hire this role” but requirements
aren’t realistic

e compensation bands are uncompetitive or
unclear

¢ location/working pattern is misaligned to the
market

¢ hiring managers aren’t aligned on the profile

Key characteristics
e market calibration on skills, pay and feasibility
¢ workforce planning sprints (demand, timing,
mix)
e profile and assessment redesign
¢ role messaging aligned to the target talent
segment

Indicators it’s working
e clearerroles and faster sign-off
e reduced rework and fewer resets
e higher-quality shortlists
e fewer late-stage fails
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Hybrid Flex Model (embedded +
MSP + advisory layer)

Best when your constraint is: mixed
perm/contingent demand, enterprise
complexity, regulation or multiple
business units.

Typical symptoms
e permanent and contractor hiring
operate separately
e inconsistent governance and
reporting
e variable experience and compliance
maturity across teams

Key characteristics

e ajoined-up operating rhythm across
perm and contingent

e shared dashboards, governance and
definitions

e clearrouting rules (which roles go
where and why)

e aconsistent experience across
employment types

Indicators it’s working

o flexibility with control

e consistent compliance and audit
readiness

o faster response to demand spikes

e stronger cost control across the
workforce

i\

01892 553360 | info@VermeloRPO.com




THE 90-DAY HIRING AGILITY PLAN

This 90-day plan is designed to deliver noticeable improvement
quickly, without a full transformation programme.

Days 1-14: Baseline + Stabilise

Outcomes
e aclear baseline of performance and risk
e one agreed KPI set
e aweekly operating rhythm

Actions

run the Hiring Agility Index internally (TA + business leader)

map the requisition-to-start workflow (including where compliance happens)
define stage design rules by role type (cap stages)

launch a simple dashboard: open roles, ageing, stage dwell time, offers, starts
identify the top 5 blockers and assign owners

[ ]

Deliverables
* 1-page baseline dashboard
¢ blocker list with actions and owners
e stage design rules (one-page)

Days 15-45: Remove friction (fix the system)

Outcomes
* reduced decision latency
e clearerroles
o fewer drop-offs

Actions

* standardise the role intake template (scope, must-haves,
pay/rate guardrails, stages, owners)
schedule interview blocks weekly to reduce scheduling drag
trigger compliance earlier in the workflow
introduce candidate and hiring manager communication SLAs
treat onboarding as a funnel with clear ownership and timelines

Deliverables

* role intake “contract” template

* interview toolkit and stage rules

¢ onboarding checklist with named owner and SLA

vermelo
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Days 46-90: Scale what works (make agility repeatable)

Outcomes
e stable throughput
e stronger governance and cost control
e reporting leaders trust

Actions

* lock a weekly and monthly reporting cadence (with agreed definitions)
introduce supplier governance where relevant (scorecards, SLAs, allocation rules)
benchmark cost-per-hire and contingent spend against a clear baseline
* implement simple quality signals (first-time fill, early attrition, satisfaction measures)
codify the operating model into a lightweight “How We Hire” playbook
e set escalation routes for stuck approvals, scheduling and compliance delays

Deliverables
e board-ready KPI pack
e supplier scorecard (if applicable)
* documented “How We Hire” playbook
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Book a discovery call to
benchmark your hiring agility

SOURCES & DATA

Note: This report was compiled using publicly available information. Sources reflect materials
current at the time of writing (March 2026). Where broader themes are referenced (e.g., skill
shortages), the report uses authoritative UK publications and widely used market reports.

e Office for National Statistics (ONS) — Jobs and vacancies in the UK: February 2026

* Office for National Statistics (ONS) — UK labour market: February 2026

e Office for National Statistics (ONS) — Average weekly earnings in Great Britain: February 2026

¢ KPMG/REC Report on Jobs — February 2026

* UK Government/ DSIT — Cyber security skills in the UK labour market (2025)

* UK Government (GOV.UK assets PDF) — Sector skills needs assessments: Digital and
Technologies

e ACAS — Employment Rights Act 2025 (overview and employer guidance)

e Hays — UK Salary Guide (latest online edition)

* Robert Half — Salary Guide UK (latest brochure available online)

e The IET— UK Engineering & Technology Skills stats (2025)

¢ Vermelo internal framework — Hiring Health Check Framework (Vermelo PDF)

e Vermelo internal KPl template — Embedded Talent KPI Tracker (Vermelo PDF)

* Vermelo internal KPI template — MSP KPI Tracker (Vermelo PDF)
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Vermelo is part of the GWV Talent Solutions Group. We help
organisations organise and deliver hiring in complex or highly
regulated environments; particularly where demand shifts,
scrutiny is high, and consistency matters.

Our work spans:
e Recruitment Process Outsourcing (RPO)
e Managed Service Provision (MSP)
e Embedded Talent (RaaS)
e Talent Advisory & Consulting

We operate as an extension of internal teams, focusing on clear
workflows, early compliance, and reliable reporting and we
judge success through the outcomes that matter: speed to
hire/start, quality, and hiring manager and candidate

experience.
Book a discovery call to
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