
 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 

 

THE PRESEARCH  

 

 

 

lways do a pre-search with any potential clients, before you actually get into the 
search assignment. A pre-search is a set of questions designed to figure out how 
long your prospective client has been looking, how serious they are about filling 

the position and what methods they are currently using to fill the position.  

Do not let the company run you off the phone with something like, “I’ll send you a 
job description” or “The job description is on our web site”. Let them know that will be 
fine, but “Why is the position open?” and then continue with your pre-search questions. 
You really need to get into the reasons why this position is open before you proceed, it will 
save you time and money.  

I will always do a pre-search on new companies and existing clients. If a good client 
calls me and says they have a particular position they would like us to handle, I always ask 
“why is the position open?” and continue with my pre-search questions. Believe me, this 
works.  

If you are not doing a pre-search before you take a search assignment, you need to 
start doing them, it will keep you from working on search assignments that will never, ever 
close.   

This is a list of typical pre-search questions to ask. You might want to tailor some of 
these questions to your specific industry.  
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PRE-SEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Why is the position open? This is the most important question to ask and how they answer 
this question will determine if you proceed. It is important for you to know what has 
happened, if anything, to cause this opening. The most typical answers to this question are, 
confidential replacement, quit, fired, retired or retiring, promotion, expansion and newly created. How this 
company answers this first question of the pre-search will determine if you proceed to the 
second question. You will be surprised how many times we get calls to our office and we 
never get beyond this first question of the pre-search “why is the position open?” We will 
pass on search assignments before we even get to the second question of the pre-search!    

 

Because this first question is so important, let’s cover those typical answers separately.   

 

Confidential replacement: You definitely want to know why they want this person 
replaced. The reason you want to know this is because you do not want to repeat the 
process. In other words, you want to make sure when you are recruiting for this 
position that you don’t find a person exactly like the one they are trying to replace. 
So, ask a lot of questions on confidential replacements. This is, by far, the best 
search assignment to get from any client. If it is truly a confidential replacement they 
cannot advertise for this position. Basically, they would be relying totally on you to 
fill this position. Obviously, since it is confidential you need to ask your client where 
they would like to meet the candidates and where they would like all of the 
correspondents to be sent (because now you put everything in writing, right?) 

Quit: You need to ask your client why this person quit. It is important to understand 
what reasons they gave your client. What if the reasons are “because we are closing 
that office” or  “he didn’t like working on Saturdays and Sundays” are these things 
you need to know before you take this search? You bet! You also want to know if 
this person is gone, or are they “quitting”. I have had situations where I took the 
search, started working on it, and then the person decided not to quit. You want to 
avoid wasting time on searching for a position because someone “might” quit, or is 
“quitting”. You need to make sure this person has quit, or is definitely quitting. If 
they are quitting, you need to know the date of their last day. Another thing you need 
to know is how long this person worked for your client. If this person worked there 
a long time it might be difficult to fill this position because this person will most 
likely be hard to replace.  

Fired: Once again, you need to ask your client why this person was fired. Sometimes 
(especially if you are dealing with human resources) they do not want to tell you the 
reason. Let your client know that it is very important for you to know the reason 
why, because you do not want to find someone with the same traits as the person 



they fired. Really dig into the reasons why they fired this person the best you can. It 
will save you time and money in the long run.   

Retired or retiring: You need to distinguish the difference between retired, or retiring. 
Once again, you want to know if this person is gone, or not. If not, you need to 
know the retirement date. You will want to know how long this person has been 
with this client, as well, because this could also be a search assignment that is very 
hard to fill because the person has been there so long. And, they may not retire after 
all. If the person is no longer with the company, that would be the best scenario.   

Promotion: You need to get as much information about the person that received the 
promotion as possible, which is why this position is open. Are they going to be 
involved in the search? Will they be doing any of the interviewing? What did they like 
about this person? I personally like to hear promotion, because that means this 
company hires from within and that is one of the things you can merchandise when 
you are speaking to any potential candidates for this position. One of the red flags 
would be if this person whom received the promotion is heavily involved in the 
interviewing process, they might not like a lot of your “top talent” candidates for fear 
of a competitive threat. Or, they do not want someone in that position that would 
outshine them. Just something you should consider before agreeing to work on this 
search.   

Expansion: Once again, expansion shows that the company is growing. This is 
something you can merchandise to potential candidates when you are recruiting for 
this company. You really do not have to do a lot of digging on this answer.  

Newly created: Caution!!! This is, by far, the hardest search assignment to fill. Do not 
work on this type of search if you are new to the business, and certainly be extremely 
cautious about working on this assignment if you are a veteran recruiter. This search 
assignment will be a nightmare with a new client, or an existing client. They do not 
know what they want, because they have never had anyone in this position. My 
advice on this one is to pass. Let some other recruiter go broke on this one. Passing 
on this search will make you money! 

 

How long have you been looking? If they just started or it has been shorter then a month 
that is fine. On the other hand, if it has been six months, or longer, you want to understand 
what type of problems they have been having. Sometimes it can be the position really wasn’t 
priority for them, and now it is. If that’s the case, you need to know what has made this 
priority. It is a good idea to get as detailed as possible before you waste your time.   

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

How soon do you want this person on board?  You really want to ask this question to see 
where this fits on their list of priorities. If they say in a year, or so, you need to pass on this 
search. This is considered a casual need. Let them know you are passing on this search, 
however if this becomes more critical for them, to call you. A lot of times when it is low 
priority for the client, they won’t be as cooperative as a client that has a top priority need. It 
will take them longer to get back to you. They will drag their heels on an offer, etc. If it is 
low priority, pass on the search.  

 

What methods or sources are you using to fill this position? You need to know if they 
have an advertising campaign, or if they have other recruiters working on this position. If 
they have a bunch of recruiters working on this position currently, I would pass on this 
search. It will be too crowded out their with all of these recruiters recruiting for the same 
position. The ideal situation is if they are only using you to fill this position. If they are 
running help wanted advertisements and you will be the only recruiter, that’s fine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hint: If a potential client has been looking to fill 
a position for an extremely long time, chances are 

there is a problem that is insurmountable.   

Hint: In most cases, companies advertise positions to 
get someone from their competition.  The time and 

money to train this type of candidate is obviously less.  



How many candidates have you interviewed so far? You need to know how many 
candidates they have interviewed on this search, and if any of those candidates are still in 
contention, or if they have any offers pending. You will also want to know if they had any 
candidates turn down any offers for this position. If they have had a lot of candidates and a 
lot of turn downs, that’s a red flag. You need to get as much of the details as you can before 
you proceed with this assignment. Obviously, zero is the answer you are looking for here.   

 

Is this assignment tied to any future business? Some potential clients want to get ready 
for that big project they are “anticipating”, but they really don’t have the need right now. I 
would want to know what happens if they don’t get this big project, or account. You need to 
know if they will still have a need and will they still hire a potential candidate, even if they do 
not get this project, or account.  

 

Are there any in-house candidates in contention for this position? You need to find out 
if they have asked, or if they have someone in their company ready to step up and take this 
position. I have had situations where the clients said they didn’t have any one in-house, but 
then cancelled the search and filled it with someone in-house because they really didn’t ask 
around, or they didn’t think that person would want the position.  

  

If you do not get the answers to the pre-search questions to your satisfaction, do not 
move forward. The most important lesson to learn, especially for new recruiters, is which 
search assignments to work on, but more importantly, which search assignments to not work 
on. Understanding the difference will save you time and money.  

 

Now that you have made the decision to move forward, based on the answers you 
received with the pre-search, the next step is the search assignment.  

 


