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The UK jobs market is an increasingly competitive place. There are a range 
of recruitment websites available, from those spanning all levels of seniority 
across the whole market through to sites specialising in particular sectors. 
And we’ve not even begun to discuss social platforms that offer targeted 
recruitment advertising services.
In 2019, active candidates (or those simply keeping their employment 
options open) had a raft of choices. From May-July, there were 732,000 UK job 
vacancies – a figure that remained fairly stable throughout the rest of the year.
However, in 2020, the recruitment world (and the wider world) has become a 
place we never anticipated. Recruiters are having to operate with a reduced 
headcount, while the demand for candidates is vastly outstripping the supply. 
These trying times mean the role of the recruiter is changing. And, ultimately, 
becoming more important than ever. 
According to data published by the Recruitment & Employment Confederation 
(REC) at the end of 2018, over 1.1 million people were placed into permanent 
jobs by recruiters and associated HR services over the course of 2017/18.  
The REC’s annual Recruitment Industry Trends report for 2017/18  also 
demonstrated that the total industry turnover reached £35.7 billion –  
an increase of 11% on the previous year.
Our research suggests that – even pre-pandemic – around 7.9 million potential 
candidates in the UK were actively applying for jobs, or at least monitoring 
the job market for opportunities. That’s despite growing anxiety around the 
future direction of the country.
This shows a clear opportunity for those seeking to take on new talent – 
provided they get their job proposition right and deliver what the market 
wants. Key to meeting candidates’ needs effectively is transparent and 
frictionless access to a range of jobs that people really care about, as well as 
creating a desire to click into the detail.
We conducted research in collaboration with independent research agency 
Boxclever Consulting to discover what job seekers really want to see from 
prospective employers. Candidates from across the education, charity, 
government and media sectors – including those actively applying for jobs 
and passive observers – participated in 20-minute online surveys to provide 
us with the following insights.
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We undertook job candidate research with the following aims:
 ▶  To understand the values, principles and benefits job candidates 

consider most important when it comes to selecting a prospective 
employer. The research asked how job candidates assess prospective 
employers and to outline their decision-making processes.

 ▶  To identify how employers can attract quality candidates via 
communication of the most appealing values, principles and benefits.

 ▶  To assess any differences in job candidates’ preferences by age,  
life-stage, gender, job sector and seniority level.

The research programme explored the needs of job seekers both qualitatively 
and quantitatively. The work was phased, with job candidates across education, 
charity, government and media sectors taking part in immersive focus groups. 
These were designed to inform a 20-minute online survey (n=1,238) among both 
a sample of UK- and nationally-representative job candidates, comprising both 
those actively applying for jobs and passive observers with an interest should 
the right vacancy come up. We also included a sample of candidates sourced 
during their visit to the Guardian homepage and Guardian Jobs website.

As was expected, at a macro level, salary and location proved more important to 
job candidates than company values and additional benefits. However, what an 
employer offers beyond ‘how much?’ and ‘where?’ was shown to be growing in 
importance. 41% said that additional benefits were increasing in importance, while 
38% agreed company values had become more important over the last 12 months.

What do the best candidates 
want from employers?

Fairness, being looked 
after and pride
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When I look at anything, I look at the salary first, then the benefits I 
would be entitled to and then I’d consider the ethos of the company.
35-55, more senior candidate

I like to see stuff about values even if it’s not relevant to me,  
I’m pleased to see they support various things.
35-55, more senior candidate

If you have the choice to get personal benefits you 
should take them, you’d be stupid not to. It’s your life.
21-34, less senior candidate

It’s important to me, the ethics and values of the company 
because I work in the social sector. However, I do kind of 
like the idea of little perks of the job; if I were searching for 
something then that’s something that might stand out for 
me, if it’s something quirky and individual.
21-34, less senior candidate
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Looking into these results further, job candidates were shown to want fairness 
from employers and to feel proud of where they work, with awareness of social 
issues and support for them also growing in importance. Of those who said their 
view of company values had changed in the last 12 months, 60% wanted to work 
for an employer which makes a positive impact on society/the environment, 60% 
wanted employers to commit to treating everyone fairly, and 58% wanted to work 
somewhere they feel proud to be associated with.

Working in a way that suits the candidate and to be rewarded for good 
performances are also important, 56% of those who said their view of additional 
benefits has changed in the 12 months wanted to be rewarded for their work, 52% 
were looking for a better work-life balance, and 46% said they need more flexibility 
in their life.
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I want to work somewhere that cares 
about its employees and the community.
21-34, more senior candidate

We’re more informed, we’ve so much information coming 
to us via social media and our phones. We’re more aware 
of the environment, of plastic and that sort of thing.
35-55, more senior candidate

As awful as it sounds, people will go 
for things that directly benefit them.
21-34, less senior candidate

Personal benefits do come first, probably due to 
the fact I’m now a mother. So, work-life balance, 
flexibility and all those things come really high up 
on my list. Company values are definitely important, 
but I feel like that’s something companies should be 
doing anyway and that’s an added bonus.
35-55, more senior candidate

Work is now feeling like it’s forever, with no 
retirement, so the job has got to be right.
35-55, more senior candidate
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When assessing job features beyond salary and location, we were able to classify 
each into three distinct groups:

1.  Those which are for me and my working life (e.g. flexible working, 
respect for work-life balance, clear progression opportunities).

2.  Those which are tangible/financial benefits (e.g. enhanced pension 
contributions, travel allowance, free parking).

3.  Those which are wider company values, which the employee 
themselves does not directly benefit from (e.g. engaging with and 
helping the local community, environmental commitments, and 
diversity and inclusivity initiatives).

Candidates were found to care most about job features that impact their working 
lives directly; the job features that are ‘for me and my working life’. ‘Tangible/
financial benefits’ are less important and ‘wider company values’ the least 
effective at driving intent to apply. Instead, employers facilitating working in a 
way that suits and respects the candidate held the highest appeal. Indeed, of the 
top 10 hierarchy of job features, nine were classified as ‘for me and my working 
life’, with just one ‘tangible/financial benefit’ (enhanced pension contributions) 
finding its way into the list.

The top five job features, in order of importance, were:
1. Flexible working/condensed hours
2. Respect for work-life balance
3. Ability to work from home
4. Positive respectful working culture
5. Clear progression opportunities

That said, candidates do ideally want an employer to meet a variety of needs. 
While the survey shows us the most important job features, the qualitative focus 
groups highlighted that candidates would like to access numerous job features. 
Once their primary ‘for me and my working life’ concerns are taken care of, they 
will be engaged by other ‘tangible/financial benefits’ and ‘wider company values’ 
– layering job features as part of their assessment of a role’s suitability.

A timed response exercise in the survey reinforced the appeal of the top five job 
features, with each of them resonating quickly. Some ‘tangible/financial benefits’, 
which the Max Diff demonstrated to be important, also resonated quickly (i.e. 
job features which occupy the ‘sweet spot’). Enhanced pension, subsidised/free 
food and drink, rewards for performance, private healthcare insurance, and travel 
allowance/subsidy are simple to understand and appeal emotionally.

 Meanwhile, the reach analysis demonstrated that in order for a job listing to 
engage with the most candidates, it should feature flexible working/condensed 
hours, positive respectful working culture/employee-focused values, and the 
ability to work from home. Indeed, with these features, over 80% of candidates 
will find at least one highly appealing.
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First of all, it’s flexibility and work-life balance. I can have flexibility to 
do what I want and so long as I do my job, I can enjoy my social life as 
well. Secondly, it would be progression, promotion and opportunity. I 
don’t want to be stuck in the nine-to-five doing the same boring job day 
in, day out. I want to think outside the box and to get paid to do that.
35-55, more senior candidate

I get bored - a desk isn’t ideal; it’s not the best way to get 
the best out of me. I need to be able to get out, bounce 
ideas around and talk to people; that’s how I’m creative.
35-55, more senior candidate

You want to progress in a role and develop yourself. You want to be 
a better candidate, not to stand still. When I took my last job, I took 
a hit on salary because I knew I was going to get good training.
21-34, less senior candidate

You want to be looked after.
21-34, less senior candidate
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When analysing the results from those who had experience of using 
the Guardian Jobs site, we were able to see that the top five job features 
at a UK level were even more appealing. In addition, enhanced pension 
contributions, continuing education/professional development, and 
role autonomy/empowerment were shown to be particularly valued.

Guardian Jobs users were also shown to find features defined as ‘wider company 
values’ more appealing. Engaging with and helping the local community, 
company transparency commitment, gender pay gap minimisation plans in 
place, environmental commitments, and diversity and inclusivity initiatives all 
rated higher than the nationally representative sample.

A further finding was that Guardian Jobs users found the feeling of 
empowerment and being able to work under one’s own direction of clear appeal.

Recognising exactly what 
Guardian Jobs users want
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[I want] a chance to develop my skills and learn new 
skills so I can contribute more to the company strategy 
in the hope that the company can grow - and so can I.
35-55, more senior candidate

One of the top things would be work-life 
balance and then the pension as well, so later 
in life I can enjoy what I’ve worked so hard for.
35-55, more senior candidate

The values of a company or a school would probably be fairly high 
on the list after salary, simply because in education we don’t look 
at the extras we’d get. What’s important is it’s a school we like to 
work in; how do they treat people and the world that we’re in?
35-55, more senior candidate

I’ve got my own moral values, so when I look for a job, I 
look for companies that share those moral values. I can 
research it and I can think, ‘yeah, I want to work for that 
company’. I don’t apply somewhere because it offers 
free drinks or whatever, I’d rather work somewhere that 
has good links with the community and helps people, 
because that’s ultimately why I got into the profession.
21-34, less senior candidate
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Candidate age was also shown to make a difference to which of the job features 
appealed most. While the most appealing are broadly consistent across 
education, charity and government sectors, and seniority, there are some 
generational differences in which job features are desired the most. 
Gen Z (18 to 20) proved to be the most differentiating generation. Features that 
demonstrated an interest and awareness of societal equality and personal health 
came through as holding stronger appeal. A company commitment to mental 
health and wellbeing along with enhanced non-statutory pay held greater 
appeal than among other age groups, and this age group also found ‘wider 
company values’ to be of greater interest. For example, having gender pay gap 
minimisation plans in place as well as active diversity and inclusivity initiatives 
were ranked higher with Gen Z than with any other generational group.

While salary and location are of course crucial, candidates are definitely 
engaged by the values, principles and benefits that an employer can offer. 
Making clear what a job role offers beyond the standard salary, location or 
necessary experience and skills is likely to encourage candidates to explore job 
listings in more detail and increase the chance of making an application. Just 
one benefit or value as part of the summary of a job can be a signal that it’s worth 
clicking through. 
Despite the importance of job features and their ability to give an employer 
the edge to attract candidates, too many are unaware of them and focus on the 
standard, traditional job content. Our research shows that employers would be 
wise to list and explain their additional job features – what they can offer over 
and above salary and location – very clearly in their adverts.

Looking to the future:  
Gen Z

Don’t underestimate the importance 
of values, principles and benefits
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No one ever tells you about these things online. 
You don’t actually see any benefits on the detailed 
ad page – they should list out the best ones.
21-34, less senior candidate
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So, there are five key principles, values and benefits for job listings to 
communicate if they are part of what’s on offer:

1. Flexible working/condensed hours
2. Respect for work-life balance
3. Ability to work from home
4. Positive respectful working culture
5. Clear progression opportunities

While the above five are crucial to communicate, other principles, values 
and benefits that are simple to understand and appeal emotionally will 
resonate quickly, attract attention and are also worth communicating:

 ▶ Unlimited holiday
 ▶ Enhanced pension
 ▶ Subsided/free food and drink
 ▶ Rewards for performance
 ▶ Private healthcare insurance
 ▶ Travel allowance/subsidy
 ▶ Role autonomy/empowerment

Guardian Jobs users have specific needs, finding wider company values 
more appealing than the general market. The following features are 
worth shouting about to engage with Guardian Jobs users:

 ▶ Engaging with and helping the local community
 ▶ Company transparency commitment
 ▶ Gender pay gap minimisation plans in place
 ▶ Environmental commitments 
 ▶ Diversity and inclusivity initiatives

In the future, as Gen Z becomes more central in the job market, a mix of 
other job features will likely become more important:

 ▶ Emotional/mental health support
 ▶ Enhanced non-statutory pay
 ▶ Life event leave
 ▶ Gender pay gap minimisation 
 ▶ Diversity & inclusivity initiatives

Employers should not underestimate the motivational value of what 
they can offer candidates, beyond salary and location. 
Don’t risk losing the perfect candidate to a competitor by leaving out 
essential information about a role.
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To find out how we can help you navigate the new world of work and find the right 
candidates please get in touch with us at recruiter.advertising@theguardian.com

Get in touch
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