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Strong  
HR strategies  
in a tight 
labour market
As an entrepreneur, you are competing for 
workers in Canada’s tight labour market. 

Almost 40% of Canada’s small and medium-sized 
businesses are already having difficulty finding 
new employees and the situation isn’t expected 
to get better for at least a decade. 

What can make the difference are strong HR 
policies to help you keep your current employees 
and attract new ones. This guide will give you 
advice on recruiting top talent and developing 
HR strategies to keep your employees motivated 
and productive over the long term. 

It’s an approach with proven results. BDC’s 
analysis indicates that a firm with strong 
HR policies is 66% more likely to generate 
annual sales growth above 10%. We hope 
your business will have similar results.
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Hiring an employee involves more than 
filling a position. An employee represents 
your company and is a valued member 
of your team. You want the best fit possible. 

So how do you recruit employees? 

Start by identifying your hiring needs.

Ask yourself what “top talent” means 
to you. Is it skills and qualifications, or does 
it also include culture and temperament? 
A well-rounded employee can make 
a difference in your organization. 

Remember that hiring is a two-person 
dance. Ask your questions, but make sure 
you know how to interpret the answers. 
What are candidates seeking?
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Recruit  
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 Create effective job postings
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Recruit your employees

1  Define your core values
Having people who “fit” your business and who work 
well with you requires you to define your company’s 
core values. Make sure everyone is on the same page 
by listing five values you expect all employees to share.

2  Identify your business goals
What do you need to do to improve sales and profitability? 
Will you be adding new products or services, or targeting 
new customers? What you are trying to achieve will determine 
what types of employees you hire and how many.

3  List the core competencies you want
In manufacturing, they could be quality control or data 
management. For distribution and sales, they could 
include relationship management or sourcing. 

4  Write your employee value proposition 
Why would someone want to work for you? An employee value 
proposition answers this question by defining your company’s 
vision and values, and the reasons people would be drawn 
to your firm. Include your company’s unique qualities, 
such as work-life balance or a socially responsible mission.

Ensure employees  
fit into your  
business plan
Before you know what type of employees you want to hire, 
you need to define your business goals. This will help you 
get the right people in the right positions to contribute 
to your company’s performance.
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Create effective  
job postings
1  Give the job a specific title.

2  Describe the main responsibilities.

3  List important qualifications.

4  State how to apply and give a deadline.

Recruit your employees

 Read more
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1  Tell candidates why they would want
to work for your company 
Find an angle that differentiates 
your company from the competition, 
then write the job description 
to reflect the kind of employee 
you want to attract. 

2  Be conscious of your company’s
public image
Assume that candidates will research 
your company. Be truthful and 
avoid exaggerating when recruiting. 
Highlight why your business 
is a great place to work. 

3  Take advantage of your email list
Mass emails are marketing tools. 
They could end up in the inbox 
of someone who wants to work 
for you, so promote your job 
offers in your email marketing.

4  Personalize your pitch
Top performers have their own 
goals. Tell them how they can 
achieve their objectives at your 
company. However, don’t make 
promises you can’t keep.

5  Reward referrals
Use your team to help you 
recruit. Give them access to job 
descriptions. Consider rewarding 
employees who recommend a new 
hire who stays for at least a year.

6  Market beyond your
compensation package 
Do you offer a flexible work schedule? 
Personal time off? The ability to work 
from home? Make sure potential 
employees know about any perks. 

Recruit your employees

Market your 
business  
to potential 
employees
Recruiting employees is like running 
a marketing campaign. Just like 
with efforts to attract customers, 
personalization and catchy 
communication can reel in the 
right talent.
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Recruit your employees

Use the Web to find top talent

Job websites such as Indeed, Workopolis, Monster.ca and 
Glassdoor are common vehicles used by employers and potential 
employees. These sites usually charge companies to post a job 
opening. Some sites allow you to search through CVs that job 
seekers have posted. 

Social media offers great opportunities to attract applicants.

> Announce openings on your personal LinkedIn, Facebook 
and Twitter accounts (these are usually free).

> Post openings on LinkedIn and Facebook discussion forums.

> Encourage employees to post openings on their social 
media accounts.

> Reach out to people who make insightful comments 
on LinkedIn, for example; they could be promising candidates.

You can also use social media to eliminate unsuitable candidates, 
by reading their personal posts.

Other ways to find employees

> Use your company website to advertise openings

> Contact colleges, universities and institutions

> Reach out to job centres

> Use professional associations

> Hire a recruiter

> Use word of mouth

> Attend job fairs

Find the  
best recruits
Social media platforms and online job boards give 
you access to potential candidates from across Canada 
and around the world. 
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Attract a more 
diverse workforce 
If your workforce doesn’t reflect the markets 
it serves, you may be missing out on the chance 
to find great employees. 

Hiring a diverse workforce helps improve your 
company’s capacity to compete internationally. 
For example, employees who speak other 
languages and know other cultures can help you 
connect with customers in global markets.

How to attract a more diverse workforce

> Target diverse communities by joining business associations 
and networks in a variety of cultural communities.

> Adjust your training. For example, new Canadians who are less 
fluent in English or French may need adapted training materials.

> Practice “blind recruitment.” Remove the names of applicants 
from CVs to help ensure company opinion of applicants 
is based on experience, skills, competencies and education. 

> Consider hiring people from underemployed labour 
force sectors, such as Indigenous, differently 
abled, and retired or younger workers. 

> Don’t overlook candidates with great skills because 
their language abilities aren’t perfect.

Evaluate qualifications 

Before evaluating any candidate, write down a list of technical 
or “hard” skills and “soft” skills—such as verbal or written 
communications, teamwork and leadership qualities—that are 
necessary for the job.

Next, probe potential hires to evaluate their level of knowledge 
or command of these skills. For example, newcomers to Canada 
may emphasize hard skills over soft skills in their CVs, or describe 
work skills and experience instead of employment history. 

Ask for a credential assessment

For a fee, you can get an assessment of newcomers’ academic 
or technical qualifications from a credential evaluation service. 

When interviewing candidates, you can ask them to do a test 
of their skills, such as computer or machinery skills. You could also 
consider training or coaching a candidate who lacks some skills 
but otherwise seems promising. 
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Recruit your employees
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Recruit your employees

1  Use a consistent process  
You want to compare candidates on an equal footing,  
so use the same process for all candidates—the same criteria 
for reviewing CVs, the same skills or cognitive ability test, 
and the same interview questions. Take notes and use 
a simple evaluation grid to score applicants at each stage. 

2  Ask to see their work 
Consider asking candidates for samples of their 
work, such as writing samples, drawings, reports, 
computer programs or products. You could also ask 
them to briefly demonstrate their competencies, 
such as using a computer or writing an article.

3  Do your due diligence 
Contact the references supplied by the candidate 
to cross-check information provided in the interview. 
Also ask about educational credentials. Look 
carefully into anything that doesn’t make sense, 
seems inconsistent or appears skimmed over.

4  Submit an offer of employment 
Once you have chosen your candidate, provide a letter 
of offer including details such as salary, vacation and benefits.

Select 
top talent
Once you have a list of candidates to compare, you can 
winnow the list down and decide. This is the stage where 
many entrepreneurs rely on their intuition to choose 
employees. However, a more objective approach leads 
to better hiring decisions. 
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What questions should I ask?

The goal of the interview is to collect information about the candidate’s 
ability to successfully do the job. These sample interview questions 
are meant to help you verify whether the person has the necessary 
knowledge, skills and abilities. Learn more.

Avoid hiring toxic employees

A toxic employee can undermine your company’s sales and culture. 
Is your candidate respectful, polite and professional? Ask these 
questions and follow up on anything that doesn’t sound right.

Recruit your employees

1. How would you use your experience for this position? 
Insight: Find out what motivates the candidate.

2. Tell me about your biggest work achievement.  
Insight: What does the candidate consider important?

3. Tell me about a time when you overcame a major obstacle 
that would have prevented you from completing a project. 
Insight: Get a picture of their problem-solving abilities.

4. Give examples of major decisions you’ve made in  
your current job.  
Insight: Shows decision-making abilities.

5. What have you learned from any failures on the job?  
Insight: Shows the ability to improve and self-evaluate.

6. What qualities make you a good employee? 
Insight: What skills does the candidate value?

7. Have you ever had a difficult relationship with a previous 
company or supervisor? 
Insight: An overly negative candidate may not be able  
to accept criticism.

8. Can you tell me about a time when your team let you down? 
Insight: Is the candidate focused on others’ faults or on resolving 
the challenge? 

9. Have you successfully handled stress in previous situations?  
Insight: Find out how mature your candidate is.

10. Did you ever have difficulty working with others?  
Insight: Shows attitude and people skills.

11. Tell me about a time when you couldn’t complete a project.  
Insight: Assess ability to handle problems.

12. How have you contributed to teamwork in previous jobs?  
Insight: Is your candidate a team player?

Conduct a successful interview
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Create 
the right 
onboarding 
experience 
You’ve just hired a new employee. 
What comes after the warm 
welcome? You will need to provide 
your new hire with everything 
needed to do the job. Research 
shows that companies can 
increase their worker retention rate 
by as much as 40% with a solid 
orientation program.

1. Before your new employee starts
With your team, make a plan covering your new employee’s first few months on the job. 
Spread out orientation and integration activities over time, instead of bombarding 
your new employee with information in the first few days. You may want to assign 
a mentor to help the new employee in the first few weeks or months. 

Prepare an organized workspace for your new hire. Contact the employee before their 
first day to see whether they have any questions and to fill out any required forms.

2. Day one

Make sure the supervisor is on hand to greet the new employee and give them a tour  
of the premises, including their workspace, equipment, the eating area and the washrooms. 

Introduce the new employee to team members. Give the new employee an orientation 
package and go through the materials together. The supervisor and team should have 
lunch with the new employee to make them feel welcome.

3. Training and integration
During the first week and as needed, the supervisor and mentor (if applicable) 
should ensure the employee gets any needed training and start integrating 
the employee into required tasks. Check in with the new worker daily and hold 
a meeting after about a week to get feedback from the employee.

4. Performance review
After 90 days, review the employee’s performance with the supervisor to determine 
whether the employee can do the required work and will remain with your company.
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Download BDC’s free 
onboarding checklist.
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Good employees are worth keeping, especially 
when there’s a shortage of workers to replace them.

Employee turnover can be surprisingly expensive. 
Estimates of its costs vary greatly—ranging as high as 
200% of the annual salary of a departing employee.

A retention strategy can help you avoid the cost of 
employee turnover. It will ensure you are providing 
stimulating work, work-life balance and supportive 
management. It should also help you keep your 
salaries competitive and ensure you are offering 
training that keeps employees productive 
and motivated.

 2
Retain  
your employees

 Motivate your employees 

 Offer a competitive salary

 Retain employees on a budget

 Realize that training pays for itself
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1  Make employees decision-makers  
in their areas of expertise
Allow employees to develop 
leadership skills. That will foster 
trust among employees. It will 
also encourage them to propose 
different ideas and solutions that 
you may not have considered.

2  Support and coach employees
Don’t wait to help and guide 
employees who are struggling with 
a project. Coach your employees 
so that they acquire new skills and 
confidence, and become greater 
assets to your company. Coaching 
will also foster commitment and 
encourage employees to take 
on more responsibility. 

3  Communicate often and effectively
Don’t just send emails. Get out 
there and talk to your employees. 
Share your company’s vision 
and goals. Radiate a positive vibe.

4  Make recognition routine
Start your management meetings 
with all department heads recognizing 
one or more people from their team 
who have gone above and beyond. 
This creates positive feedback and 
holds management accountable 
for staff recognition. However, 
try not to always recognize the same 
employees. You can also launch 
a monthly award program, making 
sure it respects financial regulations.

5  Be human
Say thanks more often. Never 
underestimate the value of telling 
someone directly that a job was well 
done. Follow up with a note or email. 
Treat your team members as individuals 
and take the time to get to know 
everyone. Celebrate victories together 
with a special breakfast, cake or event.

6  Offer flexibility
Flexible schedules reduce employees’ 
stress by promoting work-life 
balance, allowing them to meet family 
needs and personal obligations.

Retain your employees

Motivate  
your employees
Inspiring leadership can produce  
engaged workers who want  
the best results for themselves  
and your company.
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Retain your employees

Offer a  
competitive salary

1. Look at salaries as an investment 
Don’t look at salaries as a cost. If you don’t pay 
what the position is worth, you are encouraging turnover, 
which is costlier over time. Your employees might also lose 
motivation, so they won’t ultimately help your company 
grow. Even though you may be saving money in the short 
term, the cost will be higher in the long term. 

2. Be flexible and open to negotiation 
Expect candidates and employees to inquire about salaries 
and try to negotiate. Employees who perform well should 
see their salaries raised annually, according to criteria set by 
management. This will help keep them motivated and loyal. 

3. Do your research 
Research the median pay—the midway point for all salaries 
for a particular position—of each specific job in your industry. 
(Many websites provide salary and benefits benchmarking 
information.) That way, you can forecast what an employee 
will expect to make and whether your business will be able 
to keep paying the salary for the position. 

4. Same position, different location, different salary 
The same position may have different salaries in different 
cities due to the varying cost of housing and other living 
expenses. For example, a sales position in Vancouver 
may have a higher salary than one in Atlantic Canada. 
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Retain your employees

1  Change your workplace culture  
Consider offering perks such as a gaming area, an onsite gym, 
gym memberships, parking spaces, transit passes, or onsite 
massage therapy. Most of these perks are likely taxable benefits, 
and your employees need to be aware of that. 

2  Promote like-work balance 
Consider adopting more generous vacation and family leave 
policies, and half-day Fridays (employees work longer days 
from Monday to Thursday to get Friday afternoon off).  
Allow your employees to work at home and don’t set fixed 
work hours—as long as the work gets done. It will require more 
administration, but employees will appreciate it. 

3  Provide coffee, snacks and outings 
Many employees enjoy free snacks, and group outings help 
build team spirit. Again, don’t forget to calculate the costs. 

4  Offer profit-sharing or stock options for key employees 
Giving employees the opportunity to own shares in 
your company or to share profits helps retain key employees 
and motivates them. However, evaluate the risks before 
proceeding. Learn more.

Retain employees 
on a budget
Listen to employees to learn what benefits they value. 
Work on non-financial compensation until it becomes part 
of the company’s way of life. However, be sure to calculate 
any costs involved.

Get more tips.
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Realize that  
training pays for itself
1. It increases knowledge and skills

Training will improve what your employees have to offer  
to your company. Provide in-house training or pay 
for courses regularly. Make learning the norm 
rather than the exception in your company.

2. It fills labour gaps 

You may be able to save on recruiting costs by training 
existing employees—proven workers who already know your 
company—to fill positions. You can also expand your pool 
of potential recruits by hiring a motivated worker who is willing  
to be retrained.

3. It improves employee satisfaction

Training and development helps you attract and retain  
workers, and boost productivity. A 2018 survey of  
Canadian entrepreneurs showed that 71% had employee  
training programs. 

4. It is a key element of technological adoption

Training is a key component of any technological 
investment, because many employees may be intimidated 
by technology. The right training will help overcome 
resistance and boost adoption of new work processes. 

Investing in training 
helps keeps 
employees engaged.

Retain your employees
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Formal HR policies help you avoid misunderstandings 
and legal claims; reduce management time spent 
on staffing issues; clarify employees’ rights 
and responsibilities; and show you are committed 
to running a fair and professional organization. 
The first step in creating policies is making sure 
employees know what performance and behaviour 
you expect. The pillars of your HR policies are 
an employee manual, an organizational chart 
and job descriptions. 

After building those pillars, you can create sound 
HR policies that not only maintain your company’s 
corporate wellness, but also create a positive 
image among job seekers and your peers.

3
Build strong 
HR policies

 Build the three pillars of your HR policy  

 Use progressive discipline effectively

 Implement an anti-harassment policy
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Build strong HR policies

1  Your employee manual:  
A communications tool

An employee manual brings together your company’s rules and HR policies. 

When the rules are clear, employees are likely to perceive the system 
as fair to all. A manual frees managers from answering basic questions 
and settling minor conflicts. It can also be an important factor in 
defending against employee legal claims, by showing the company 
acted according to its policies.

To write your manual, start with your company’s mission statement and 
the values you want to instill in your employees. Then, explain what you 
expect to see from your employees in a code of conduct. Follow up with 
your company’s rules concerning compensation, work schedules, 
vacations, leaves, dress code, personal activities, employment standards 
and privacy legislation.

Make sure your manual is written clearly and get a legal review to make 
sure you are on solid ground. An HR professional should update it regularly, 
as your policies change.

Build the three pillars  
of your HR policy

2  An organizational chart:  
Mapping positions

Your organizational chart clearly communicates how people 
are expected to work together.

Create a chart of your company’s structure by identifying the 
responsibilities of everyone in the business and to whom employees 
report. Remember to include all active and vacant positions. 
The structure of your organizational chart should promote information-
sharing and good communication.

Remember that the organizational chart is about positions,  
not the people in the positions.

3  Job descriptions:  
Defining and organizing work 

Job descriptions are the foundation of all hiring initiatives. They will 
help you define the skills and competencies you are looking for in 
candidates; develop the right interview questions and tests; identify 
training requirements; and evaluate employee performance.

They also help employees understand what is expected of them.
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Build strong HR policies

1  Have a first meeting  
The first meeting is with the department manager and the employee. You may wish 
to include a witness. The goal is to correct performance, and reinforce what 
the company is looking for in terms of behaviour and productivity; it is not to punish. 
Your manager will verbally identify any action needed to improve performance 
or behaviour. Place a record of the conversation in the employee’s file.

Give the employee a deadline to correct the behaviour, and note that  
there will be a follow-up meeting. 

2  Create a timetable for change 
If the situation doesn’t change, there is a second meeting to identify specific action 
to change the behaviour with an established timeframe. The employee reviews 
the written warning and signs it. This doesn’t mean they accept what’s in the written 
warning but acknowledge they’ve received it. It goes into the employee’s file.

3  Give a final warning 
A third discussion involves a second written warning with a clear definition of performance 
expectations and a timeframe for improvement. The employee should be advised that 
another incident could result in disciplinary action, up to suspension or termination. 
The manager and the employee sign the written warning, which goes  
in the employee’s file. 

4  You may decide to suspend the employee but must comply with the laws and 
regulations in your province or territory. 
You may decide not to terminate the employee, and instead suspend the employee 
for a given period, with or without pay.

Use 
progressive 
discipline 
effectively
You can use progressive discipline 
to correct performance or behaviour 
issues, such as unsatisfactory 
performance, unsupported absences, 
abusive language, insubordination 
and lack of adherence to company 
policies. Listen to both sides of 
the story and be fair. 
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What steps should you follow when terminating 
an employee? 

Discuss the situation with your legal counsel before taking action. 
A termination should be documented. As the employer, you need 
to prepare for a termination legally and objectively. 

1. After final consultation with an HR professional and/
or other senior staff members, the department 
manager meets with the employee and a witness.

2. The department manager conducts the termination meeting, 
during which reasons for the termination are outlined.

3. The employee is given a letter of termination, outlining 
the obligations that your company may have with 
respect to termination and severance pay under provincial 
or territorial employment rules and regulations. 
The employee must sign the letter.

4. You and the employee keep the terms of the termination 
confidential, which are in the termination letter.

5. Tell the employee their record of employment will be mailed. 

6. Allow the employee to collect their belongings 
and escort them from the building.

Termination often 
follows the steps 
for progressive 
discipline involving 
discussions, 
verbal and written 
warnings, and 
a suspension. 

Build strong HR policies

Read more.
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1  Create a clear policy
Provide a clear, written definition  
of harassment and bullying, and post 
it in your workplace. Additional 
training is recommended, especially 
for managers, to ensure that 
employees understand it’s a zero-
tolerance environment.

2  Investigate all complaints
Promptly investigate harassment, 
violence or bullying allegations 
and tie the investigation to your 
disciplinary process. Provide a 
step-by-step procedure for making 
a complaint, stating who will be 
involved in the investigation and  
when a decision can be expected. 
Do not hesitate to get legal advice.

3  Promote disclosure
Encourage employees to come 
forward, but maintain confidentiality.

4  Communicate clearly
Educate your staff about acceptable 
and unacceptable behaviour. 
Reinforce that derogatory, sexist 
or racist jokes and comments 
will not be tolerated. Make it clear 
that threatening, intimidating 
or belittling comments and 
behaviour are unacceptable.

5  Follow your discipline process
Use progressive discipline—including 
meetings, and verbal and written 
warnings—to deal with harassment 
and bullying cases.

6  Lead by example
You and your senior staff 
shouldn’t engage in harassment 
or bullying, especially when 
dealing with problem employees. 
If a supervisor is involved in 
harassment or bullying, the company 
president should deal with it. 

Build strong HR policies

Implement an 
anti-harassment 
policy
As an employer, you must try to ensure 
that violence, either emotional or physical, 
does not take place in your company and 
that, if it does, you will take it seriously. 
Violence and bullying are crimes.
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A labour shortage 
requires smart 
investments  
to get the best 
employee fit
Strong HR policies can make the difference in keeping your 
employees and attracting new ones in a tight labour market. 

Formalize your HR policies to put your business on a solid footing, 
making it more attractive to recruits and existing employees. 

An employee manual will bring together your company’s vision 
and policies. Job descriptions will define the responsibilities 
of each job and will let your employees know what they’re 
supposed to do. An organizational chart will identify everyone’s 
responsibilities and to whom they report. It will help your business 
run smoothly and improve communication. 

With these building blocks as the cornerstone of your HR policies, 
you will be supporting your company’s growth. 

A company that charts a professional course for its employees 
will set itself apart from its peers when competing for talent.

Conclusion
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1-888-INFO-BDC (1-888-463-6232) 
info@bdc.ca 
bdc.ca

For more information,  
contact us or visit your nearest 
BDC Business Centre.

  Build a solid HR foundation to optimize 
employee impact 

  Get the financing you need to train and  
hire new employees 
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