
Competing for 
Candidates in 2021 
and Beyond



For starters, there have been changes in worker preferences
and priorities. 

Not surprising, after a year or more of working from home, many 
employees are comfortable with remote work. Research from Boston 
Consulting Group (BCG), The Network, and Appcast finds that, if given a 
choice, 35% of U.S. employees surveyed want to work completely 
remote, while 50% want a combination of remote and on-site. Only 14% 
of people surveyed want to work completely on-site.

Contrast this with the pre-pandemic “workplace,” when only 16% of U.S. 
employees surveyed worked completely remote, 20% worked a 
combination of remote and on-site, and 64% of people surveyed worked 
completely on-site.

On the part of employees, there is also greater attention to work-life 
balance. The same study from BCG, The Network, and Appcast finds 
that “good work-life balance” is what U.S. workforce participants value 
most, above job security and financial compensation. In 2018, by 
comparison, “good work-life balance” was number three. 

Similarly, workforce participants value flexible schedules and 
workplaces. It is currently number nine on the list, where in 2018, it 
didn’t make the top 10.

In addition to these preferences and priorities, there are ongoing issues.

If you’re a hiring organization, you already know 
that candidates weren’t plentiful in 2020. Record 
numbers of people were out of work – 10 weeks 
into the pandemic, from mid-March through May 
2020, 40.8 million people, 26% of the labor force, 
were unemployed – but there was not a flood of 
job applications. Many would-be job seekers put 
their search on hold, because of the pandemic.

Reasons included health concerns, government 
financial support (stimulus, unemployment 
benefits), and family responsibilities (children at 
home / children learning remotely). 

Now, as businesses reopen and hiring takes off, 
issues impacting candidate availability remain –
and some are different.

Worker Preferences and Priorities
Have Shifted
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As businesses reopen, and put safety protocols in place, some employees and would-be job 
seekers remain concerned about their health. Fear of contracting Covid-19 is keeping 
approximately 4 million adults from looking for jobs, according to The Wall Street Journal.

Why isn’t vaccination availability alleviating their concerns?

Despite government efforts to vaccinate the U.S. population, immunization varies from 
state to state. This regularly updated interactive article from The New York Times 
provides insight. Some of it is a matter of timing – vaccine rollouts differ, based on 
location. But there is also reluctance on the part of some U.S. residents to get vaccinated, 
which makes some employees and job seekers wary of work environments. Needless to 
say, their wariness creates challenges for employers.

Health and Safety Are Still Concerns

Meanwhile, money isn’t necessarily motivating would-be job seekers.

The U.S. government previously provided financial assistance in the form of stimulus 
checks and extended unemployment benefits. 

Now, under the American Rescue Plan, unemployed workers will receive $300 bonus 
payments, monthly child tax credit payments, and the opportunity to qualify for tax refunds. 
There also will be another extension of unemployment benefits, and a third stimulus check 
for unemployed individuals and other Americans who meet the income threshold.

This financial support is equal to or exceeds what some lower income workers would 
earn if employed.

Government Continues to Provide Financial Support

On the other hand, even when people want to work, family 
responsibilities may prevent them from searching for a job. 
Across the country, many schools have not fully reopened. 

At the same time, after-school and young child-care options are 
limited, as many daycares and preschools closed permanently 
because of the pandemic. The cost of child care has also 
increased dramatically – by nearly 50% – because of safety 
protocols, making services unaffordable for many lower-income 
employees and would-be job seekers.

Women have been especially impacted by pandemic-related 
family responsibilities and cite these responsibilities as reasons 
for dropping out of the workforce. 

Family Responsibilities Remain Unresolved
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As a result of these and other issues, some workers who held jobs in food service, hospitality, and retail are 
simply no longer available.

At the same time, other people previously employed in these sectors and related job functions who wanted 
and/or needed to work have moved on to jobs in other industries.

Amid all this, a tsunami is coming, driven in part by consumer 
trends: more online shopping, food delivery services, home 
improvement, home goods,  and a hot housing market.

Plus, there is pent-up demand for travel and entertainment.

After a long, hard pause, consumer spending is already 
driving a robust economic recovery in the United States. In 
the first quarter of 2021, the U.S. economy grew at an annual 
rate of 6.4%. And this may only be the beginning; Goldman 
Sachs has raised its GDP growth expectations for the U.S. 
economy to 8%. 

Economic growth, combined with a shortage of candidates, 
has major implications for recruiting and hiring.

Consumer Priorities Have Shifted

In fact, the “perfect storm” has begun.

As Appcast CEO Chris Forman pointed out during a recent 
Appcast webinar, there has already been a dramatic 
increase in demand for workers and an equally dramatic 
decrease in candidate engagement.

As a result, talent acquisition costs are increasing, and 
roles are taking longer to fill. 

Appcast data supports these overall findings; company 
proprietary data shows job ad clicks and applies are down. 

For this report, we decided to take a closer look at 
several industries, to gain additional insight.

Recruiting Challenges
Are Already Widespread
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In Food Service, the average apply rate was 9.6% in Q1 2021, compared to 10.6% in 2020, 
all quarters, which is a decrease of 9.4%. 

The average cost per click (CPC) was $0.71 in Q1 2021, compared to $0.62 in 2020, all 
quarters, which is an increase of 14.5%.

The average cost per application (CPA) was $9.73, at the low end, in Q1 2021, compared to 
$7.79, at the low end, in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 24.9%. 

The average cost per application (CPA) was $27.81, at the high end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $22.71, at the high end, in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 22.5%.

Bottom line: In Food Service, where demand for employees is high as restaurants 
reopen, there are fewer candidates, and it costs more to connect with them.

Food Service.

In Transportation, the average apply rate was 2.8% in Q1 2021, compared to 3.7% in 2020, 
all quarters, which is a decrease of 24.3%.

The average cost per click (CPC) was $0.90 in Q1 2021, compared to $0.67 in 2020, all 
quarters, which is an increase of 34.3%.

The average cost per application (CPA) was $18.47, at the low end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $13.70 in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 34.8%. 

The average cost per application (CPA) was $45.87, at the high end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $30.35 in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 51.1%.

Bottom line: In Transportation, ongoing demand for candidates and stiffer competition 
are driving talent acquisition costs higher.  

Transportation.

How Key Industries Have Been Impacted

Here we compare average apply rates; average cost per click (CPC); and average cost per application 
(CPA), at the low end and high end, to better understand median CPA bids, in Q1 2021 to 2020, all 
quarters, for Food Service, Transportation, Warehouse & Logistics, Retail, and Hospitality.

We purposely excluded Healthcare from this analysis, because Healthcare faced and continues to face 
distinct challenges. We looked at Healthcare separately in the recently published 2021 Healthcare 
Recruitment Marketing Benchmark Report.
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In Hospitality, the average apply rate was 9.3% in Q1 2021, compared to 6.8% in 2020, all 
quarters, which is an increase of 36.8%. 

The average cost per click (CPC) was $0.51 in Q1 2021, compared to $0.53 in 2020, all 
quarters, which is a decrease of 3.8%.

The average cost per application (CPA) was $10.52, at the low end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $10.48, at the low end, in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 0.4%. 

The average cost per application (CPA) was $29.55, at the high end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $32.87, at the high end, in 2020, all quarters, which is a decrease of 10.1%.

Bottom line: In Hospitality, the Q1 2021 apply rate is up in comparison to 2020, because 
the industry has been essentially shut down for nearly a year. As hotels, motels, inns, 
and other lodging establishments reopen, candidates are applying for jobs. This 
application activity coincides with lower job advertising costs.

Hospitality.

Bottom line: In Warehouse & Logistics, where demand for employees has been high 
throughout the pandemic and remains ongoing, there are fewer candidates, and it may 
cost more to connect with them.

Warehouse & Logistics.

In Warehouse & Logistics, the average apply rate was 4.3% in Q1 2021, compared to 5.0% 
in 2020, all quarters, which is a decrease of 13.5%.

The average cost per click (CPC) was $0.85 in Q1 2021, compared to $0.84 in 2020, all 
quarters, which is an increase of 1.2%.

The average cost per application (CPA) was $7.06, at the low end, in Q1 2021, compared to 
$7.44 in 2020, all quarters, which is a decrease of 5.1%. 

The average cost per application (CPA) was $25.93, at the high end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $22.00 in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 17.9%.

In Retail, the average apply rate was 7.1% in Q1 2021, compared to 5.8% in 2020, all 
quarters, which is an increase of 22.4%. 

The average cost per click (CPC) was $0.55 in Q1 2021, compared to $0.60 in 2020, all 
quarters, which is a decrease of 8.3%.

The average cost per application (CPA) was $10.75, at the low end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $9.11, at the low end, in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 18.0%. 

The average cost per application (CPA) was $26.63, at the high end, in Q1 2021, compared 
to $25.90, at the high end, in 2020, all quarters, which is an increase of 2.8%.

Bottom line: In Retail, the apply rate is up, which may be attributable in part to top 
retailers paying higher wages. Nevertheless, job advertising costs have not decreased, 
most likely because retailers are competing with other industries for candidates.

Retail.
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Bottom line: In most industries, it will cost more
for candidates.

If you’re a hiring organization, this means you will 
need to bid more to get in front of a limited number of 
job seekers. You will have to expand your advertising 
reach to include the right job sites as well. 

In addition, you may have to offer higher wages, 
and/or benefits with a tangible dollar value, to attract 
the candidates you seek.

Appcast is a leading provider of recruitment advertising technology and enterprise managed 
services. We help hiring organizations find the right job candidates fast with our advanced 

programmatic technology and easy-to-use, data-driven analytics.

Appcast helps you to be agile and effective in uncertain times. To learn how we can transform 
your job advertising so you get the recruiting results you need, sign up for a demo of our 

programmatic recruiting solutions.

But money shouldn’t be the only focus.

Research shows that the U.S. workforce is open to 
retraining and learning opportunities. This increases 
the pool of potential candidates.

Of course, whatever you offer should be included in job 
ads, especially if it distinguishes your organization from 
the competition. Remember: Candidates won’t know, 
unless you tell them.

Hiring Organizations Must Adapt 

https://www.appcast.io/dont-overlook-reskilling-when-recruiting/
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