
FROM HIRING HUSTLE TO 
RETENTION MUSCLE  
Strengthening Your Workforce Strategy



WHO ARE WE?
Ve t e ra n -o w n e d , b o u t iq u e  re c ru it in g  c o n s u lt in g  
firm  w it h  o ve r 11 ye a rs  s p e c ia lizin g  e xc lu s ive ly 

in  t h e  AEC in d u s t ry a c ro s s  t h e  c o u n t ry

Hig h - t o u c h , c o n s u lt a t ive  a p p ro a c h  t o  
c a n d id a t e  id e n t ific a t io n , d e ve lo p m e n t , 

m a n a g e m e n t , a n d  d e live ry

St ra t e g ic  a lig n m e n t  w it h  in t e rn a l Re c ru it in g  
a n d  HR t e a m s  t o  o p t im ize  s e le c t io n  p ro c e s s e s  

a n d  b e s t  h irin g  p ra c t ic e s  

WHERE DO WE EXCEL?
1. Scalable Recruiting and Sourcing: De d ic a t e d  e xt e n s io n  

o f in t e rn a l h irin g  t e a m s  t o  fle x w it h  va c illa t in g  p rio rit ie s , 

h ig h  vo lu m e ; e xc lu s ive  & fo c u s e d  h irin g  fo r n ic h e  a n d  

h a rd - t o - fill ro le s

2. Contingency Solutions : Ris k- fre e , s u c c e s s -b a s e d  h irin g

3. Executive Search : St ra t e g ic  a p p ro a c h  t o  c a n d id a t e  

d e ve lo p m e n t  t o  fill ke y le a d e rs h ip  p o s it io n s  

4. Recruitment Program Development : Milestone -based 

consulting on solutions for intentional development of 

long - term recruiting strategy 



SPEED

We understand and match 
our clients' sense of urgency.

Every engagement is built 
upon our values, not upon 

our personal gain. Our 
actions live up to our words.

Our candidate accuracy  
builds trust and credibility 

with our clients.

Our commitment to every 
client is that our 

performance on your behalf 
will always exceed our cost.

ACCURACY INTEGRITY VALUE

HOW?



WHAT’S HAPPENING IN AEC TODAY?

• Economic factors

• Proposal activity

• Broad salary increases

• Rising firm values

• Technological advancement

• Labor shortages and skills gaps

• Available Talent Pool

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Economic factors:
High interest rates and insurance premiums nationwide
Rising material costs and tariff-induced cost increases  supply chain delays  budgets, project timelines

Proposal Activity: Measuring proposal activity on a recurrent, frequent basis, allows firms to analyze business development efforts comparatively over time and then implement growth initiatives both in response to, and in anticipation of, market and submarket trends. 
NPMI Jan. 2024: 15.8 v. NPMI Jan 2025: 20.1 (PSMJ)
AEC Firm Leaders are cautiously optimistic about the slight increase in proposal activity – this indicates that despite the volatility and unpredictability in the broader economic landscape, the AEC industry is not only stable but growing despite everything going on. 
Many firms are responding to current market conditions by targeting a strong backlog of work… that will eventually need to be worked!
Measuring proposal activity allows firms to strategically allocate BD, marketing, and staffing resources as well as align their services better with client needs.  
Rising Firm Values: Firm valuation metrics are great indicators – even predictors – of growth strategy needs, including recruiting and retention. 
Value/EBITDA increased slightly from 4.23 to 4.28 
EBITDA: Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Assets
Value/NSR stayed stable (slight decrease from 0.64 to 0.63)
Net Service Revenue: Measures how much a firm is worth relative to the revenue it generates from services. 
Firms with higher Value/NSR ratios often have efficient operations, which allow for overhead costs (including HR) to be minimized. 
Compensation Trends: 
The AEC industry saw a sizeable increase in base salaries from 2024 to 2025
Due to the increasing emphasis on technological and technical skillsets needed for maintaining operational and project based efficiencies (e.g. virtual reality in design, leadership of multidisciplinary teams, a shift toward more DB and Integrated Project Delivery, the integration of AI, etc.)
Also attributable to economic factors such as inflation and labor shortages
Range of increase varied depending on role within the firm, ranging from 4% to 17%+. 
You’re going to pay more than ever for Project Managers (especially those with between 8 and 15 years’ experience)
Interior Designers and Executive/Operations leaders saw anywhere from around 7% to 11% increase
Technological Advancements
Increased use of and reliance upon cloud-based storage solutions to support remote work (
Implementation of Advanced Technologies such as AI and ML
BIM is a fundamental skill
Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality tools are changing client engagement and project management (presentations, construction management, etc.)
Talent Pool 
Adjustments to licensure requirements (NCARB recently retired the 5-year rolling clock policy, which allowed previously expired exam scores to be reinstated, state- and industry-level discussions with two differing perspectives:
1. Pro-licensure: Abolishing licensure requirements or reducing the competency requirements could negatively affect the merit, expertise, and competitive landscape of the industry; keeping specific professional licensing standards ensures public safety
2. Anti-licensure: Some question the merits of the current requirements, and believe that they are too stringent and are actually hindering the industry’s growth and accessibility. 
Increased utilization of senior professionals reduces their ability to participate in formal or informal mentorship initiatives. 






What do you think is the biggest challenge your firm faces 
in recruiting?
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AEC firm s  s a y 
re c ru it in g  a n d  
re t e n t io n  a re  

a m o n g  t h e ir c h ie f 
b u s in e s s  c o n c e rn s .

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Resources to Check Out!

Stambaugh Ness
Stambaugh Ness – 2024 AEC Industry Insights Report (Free report with key workforce, financial, and operational insights)
https://www.stambaughness.com/blog/new-sn-research-sheds-light-state-aec-industry-heading-2024/ 
Stambaugh Ness AEC Resource Hub�https://www.stambaughness.com/resources/

PSMJ
PSMJ Resources – 2024 Benchmarking & Compensation Reports (A/E Financial Performance Benchmark Survey, Staff Salary Reports, etc.)
https://store.psmj.com/collections/benchmark-surveys
PSMJ Main Store�https://store.psmj.com

Zweig Group – 2024 AEC Industry Reports
2024 Recruitment & Retention Report�https://zweiggroup.com/products/2024-recruitment-retention-report
Zweig Group Publications (including compensation, ownership, and financial data)�https://zweiggroup.com/collections/publications






...project delays and missed deadlines,
c o s t  o ve rru n s ,

c lie n t  d is s a t is fa c t io n
re d u c e d  p ro fit a b ility,

re lia n c e  o n  o u t so u rc in g  a n d  t e c h n o lo g y,
d e c re a se d  t e c h n ic a l p ro fic ie n c ie s ,

d e c lin in g  q u a lity o f w o rk, a n d

precarious firm health and longevity.

SO, HOW DO WE GET AHEAD? 

In ve s t  in  Re c ru it in g  
a n d  Re t e n t io n  

St ra t e g ie s  t h a t  w o rk!

HR s p e n d in g  
in c re a s e d  fro m  1.3% 
 1.6% o f Ne t  Se rvic e  
Re ve n u e  (NSR) fro m  

20 23 t o  20 24



STOP HIRING REACTIVELY AND START RETAINING PROACTIVELY.

DITCH THE HIRING 
HUSTLE AND BUILD YOUR 
R&R MUSCLE

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Word  of  Mouth

Proposal  Predictions

Growing  into  the  Gap

The  Cost  of  Loss

The  Spooky  Truth



Why this matters:
• Reduced recruitment costs 

lead to more cost -effective 

hiring

• Faster TTF: candidates come 

pre -vetted by your team and 

are more likely to accept an 

offer

• Better culture fit: employees’ 

referrals are typically people 

they’d vouch for

What you can do:

• Make referrals 
rewarding.

• Keep it simple and 
visible.

• Track process and 
make data -driven 
adjustments as 
necessary. 

WORD OF MOUTH: EMPLOYEE 
REFERRAL PROGRAMS

o f firm s  a re n ’t  u s in g  
a n  e m p lo ye e  

re fe rra l p ro g ra m .

41%

INCENTIVIZE YOUR EMPLOYEES TO RECRUIT AND REFER TOP 
TALENT FROM THEIR INDIVIDUAL NETWORKS.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The details…

Top 7 Gaps in Employee Referral Bonus Programs:

Lack of Awareness – Many employees don’t even know a referral program exists or forget it’s available.
Delayed Payouts – Bonuses are often paid out months after the hire, reducing motivation to participate.
Flat Bonus Structure – Same reward for all roles, regardless of difficulty or seniority.
Cumbersome Submission Process – Referring someone may require too many steps or outdated forms.
No Status Updates – Employees are left in the dark about whether their referral was considered or hired.
No Program Visibility in the Field – Field staff and project teams often miss out on communications if programs are only promoted in the office.
Lack of Recognition – Referrals aren’t celebrated publicly, making the program feel purely transactional.
Not Reviewed Regularly – The program runs on autopilot without evaluating what’s working or what needs improvement.
Disconnected from Company Culture – The referral program feels like an HR task rather than a way to strengthen the team or reinforce values.

Guidelines to a Successful Employee Referral Program:

1. Define the Program's Goals
Determine what you want to achieve with the referral program (e.g., hire top talent, reduce recruitment costs, improve employee engagement).
Set measurable objectives, such as the number of referrals or hires you aim to achieve.
�
2. Establish Clear Guidelines
Define who is eligible to participate (e.g., all employees, specific departments).
Specify the types of roles open for referrals.
Outline the process for submitting referrals (e.g., through a form, email, or a dedicated platform).
�
3. Create an Incentive Structure
Decide on rewards for successful referrals (e.g., cash bonuses, gift cards, extra vacation days, or recognition).
Ensure the incentives are attractive and align with your budget.
Define when the reward will be given (e.g., after the new hire completes a probation period).
�
4. Develop a Communication Plan
Announce the program to employees through emails, meetings, or internal communication channels.
Provide clear instructions on how to participate.
Use visuals, FAQs, and examples to make the program easy to understand.
�
5. Leverage Technology
Use tools like ClickUp or your internal ATS to manage the referral process. For example:
Create a task list for tracking referrals.
Use forms to collect referral submissions.
Automate notifications and updates for employees who submit referrals.
Consider integrating with recruitment platforms if needed.
�
6. Promote the Program
Regularly remind employees about the program through newsletters, posters, or team meetings.
Share success stories of employees who have made successful referrals.
�
7. Monitor and Evaluate
Track the program's performance using metrics like the number of referrals, hires, and retention rates of referred employees.
Collect feedback from employees to identify areas for improvement.
Adjust the program as needed to ensure its effectiveness.


Incentive Suggestions:
Monetary Rewards:
Cash Bonuses: fixed amount or percentage – paid as soon as possible
Tiered Rewards: Increase bonuses based on the level or importance of the position. 
Bonus for Retention: Provide additional rewards if the referred candidate stays with the company for a specified period
Non-Monetary Rewards:
Extra Time Off: Offer an extra day off with pay or a few extra vacation days. 
Gift Cards: Provide gift cards to popular retailers or experiences. 
Charitable Donations: Allow employees to donate their referral bonuses to a charity or scholarship fund of their choice. 
Experiential Rewards: Offer unique experiences like tickets to events or travel voucher
Recognition:
Public Acknowledgement: Recognize top referrers in company newsletters, staff meetings, or on social media. 
Personalized Thank You Notes: Have company leadership or team managers personally thank employees for their referrals. 

Creative Ideas/Examples:
Boomerang Initiative (Amazon): Encourages former employees to refer people to the company
Guidewire: sent employees on any trip they wanted (with limitations) and their referral program hires increased by 41% while their number of referrals increased by 260%
Offer rewards for candidates making it to pre-hire selection process stages, such as the 2nd round of interviews, etc. 

Quick Read:
https://resources.workable.com/stories-and-insights/employee-referral-program 





What innovative ideas do you have to enhance employee 
referral programs?
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NPMI increased from 

15 .8   2 0 .9  
(Q1 2023 –  Q1 2024)

Why this matters:
• Mo re  p ro p o s a ls  o u t  = 

m o re  c h a n c e s  to  w in  
w o rk 

• Pla n  a h e a d  o r b e  
u n d e rs t a ffe d

• Pro a c t ive  h irin g  = lo w e r 
c o s t s , greater ability to 
be selective when 
hiring , a n d  s m o o th e r 
o n b o a rd in g

What you can do:

• Es ta b lis h  a  ro b u s t  BD 
t ra c kin g  s ys te m . 

• Co n t in u o u s ly b u ild  
yo u r t a le n t  p ip e lin e s .

• Ro llin g  w o rkfo rc e  
fo re c a s t in g  b y 
a d ju s t in g  h irin g  
s t ra t e g y to  p ro p o s a l 
c o n ve rs io n  ra t e . .

PROPOSAL PREDICTIONS:  A 
HIRING FORECAST
USE PROPOSAL ACTIVITY AS A LEADING INDICATOR TO 
FORECAST WORKFORCE DEMAND.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The details…
Proposal activity is a strong predictor of future revenue because it allowing firms to align BD and marketing strategies with where their services are in the highest demand. 
Recruiting efforts should align with anticipated project demand
Start building out a talent pipeline early, especially when you have long proposal cycles. Do not wait too long to recruit! You’ll end up rushing the development of key roles and position details, placements, onboarding, or stretch your people too thin. 
Firms should implement rolling workforce forecasting so that they are better able to adjust hiring strategies using BD metrics like proposal conversion rates

Did you know…?
Dedicated proposal teams and data-driven BD strategies tend to have higher win rates and stronger profitability (e.g. PSMJ’s data says 45-55% win rate compared to 30-40% industry average)
Firms with an established mechanism for BD tracking and comparative analysis are 20% more likely grow faster than average than firms without?
Examples of metrics to track: proposal volume, success rates (conversions), client response times




AEC employers 
re p o rt  c a n d id a te s  

d is a p p e a rin g  
d u rin g  th e  h irin g  

p ro c e s s .

82% Why this matters:
• Wa s te d  t im e  a n d  

re s o u rc e s
• Em p lo ye r b ra n d  a t  ris k
• Th e  Rip p le  Effe c t : 

Co m p o u n d in g  lo s s  o f 
p ro d u c t ivity a c ro s s  th e  
firm  

• Mo s t  firm s  d o n ’t  
re c o g n ize  g h o s t in g  a s  
a  s ym p to m  o f p o o r 
c a n d id a te  e xp e rie n c e

What you can do:

• Sp e e d  u p  th e  h irin g  
p ro c e s s  a n d  
b e n c h m a rk yo u r 
p ro c e s s  a g a in s t  yo u r 
c o m p e t ito rs .

• Co m m u n ic a te  
t ra n s p a re n t ly.

• Re e n g a g e . 

THE SPOOKY TRUTH: 
CANDIDATE GHOSTING
ADOPT A SELECTION PROCESS THAT KEEPS CANDIDATES 
ENGAGED AND EXCITED.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The details...

When do candidates ghost, and why do they do it? The “why” is usually tied to the “when.”

After the initial screening call or application:
Never fully engaged in the first place – remember, the goal of the first conversation with a candidate is to solidify their interest in your firm!
Passive candidates who weren’t actively seeking so are quick to lose interest
Slow follow-up from hiring manager or recruiter

*Emissary’s Example

After an interview or offer:
Didn’t see the growth potential
Cultural misalignment
Compensation concerns
Received a competing offer
Process took too long and they got cold feet/started to reconsider leaving their current job

Tips to combat this:
Engage them early—build excitement about the firm, projects, and culture.
Follow up within 24-48 hours with next steps to keep momentum. 
Acknowledge applications quickly (automated responses + personal follow-ups).
Keep hiring timelines clear—candidates ghost when they don’t know when to expect movement.
Monitor employer branding—ensure Glassdoor and LinkedIn reflect a strong culture.
Set expectations early and consistently throughout each step of the selection process, especially about salary and position details



HR professionals 
re p o rt  t h e ir 

o rg a n iza t io n  to  
h a ve  s ig n ific a n t  

skills  g a p s .

69% Why this matters:
• Finding talent with the 

perfect skillset is 
unrealistic.

• With o u t  u p s killin g , 
firm s  ris k c o n t in u e d  
p ro g re s s , p ro d u c t ivity, 
a n d  in n o va t io n .

• It ’s  m o re  fe a s ib le  a n d  
c o s t - e ffe c t ive  to  h ire  
b a s e d  o n  p o te n t ia l 
a n d  w illin g n e s s  to  
le a rn  o ve r e xp e rie n c e .

What you can do:

• In ve s t  in  in te rn a l 
d e ve lo p m e n t

• St re n g th e n  in d u s t ry 
p a rtn e rs h ip s

• Us e  a  s kills  g a p  
a s s e s sm e n t  to  
d is c e rn  w h ic h  ro le s  
re q u ire  a d d it io n a l 
s t ru c tu re d  u p s killin g  
p la n s .

SKILLS: GROW INTO THE GAP
BUILD LONG-TERM WORKFORCE STRATEGIES THAT 
EMPHASIZE TRAINING, MENTORSHIP, UPSKILLING, AND 
NETWORK EXPANSION. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The details…
74% of AEC firms report that ongoing professional development directly improves retention and project quality
Companies with formal mentorship programs see a 23% increase in employee retention and faster skill development – this is especially helpful as senior professionals are retiring
67% of AEC professionals say they need to upskill within three years to remain relevant in their field


Tips and Ideas:
Structured training programs for technical skillsets as well as emerging technologies
Tuition reimbursement and/or internal certification programs related to specific skillsets employees of your firm need to have
Reverse mentoring – younger staff teaching more experienced staff technology-related skills
Peer learning groups and internal networking culture across multiple disciplines and departments
Encourage employees to be actively involved in professional networks and organizations – this can serve to enhance your employer branding 






Rank these strategies in order of effectiveness for 
improving retention:
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of AEC firms report 
c h a lle n g e s  w ith  

vo lu n ta ry tu rn o ve r.

70% • Re p la c in g  a n  
e m p lo ye e  c o s t s  50% -  
150% o f th e ir s a la ry 
w ith in  th e  firs t  6-12 
m o n th s  o f s e p a ra t io n . 

• Dis ru p t io n  o f p ro je c t s  
a n d  t e a m s

• Lo s s  o f firm  kn o w le d g e
• Re te n t io n  is  d ire c t ly 

a n d  p o s it ive ly 
c o rre la t e d  w ith  
p ro fit a b ility. 

• Ga th e r fe e d b a c k b y 
c o n d u c t in g  “Sta y 
In te rvie w s .”

• Ma ke  c a re e r g ro w th  a n d  
in te rn a l m o b ility a  
p rio rity. 

• St re n g th e n  c o m p a n y 
c u ltu re  a n d  b e n e fit s , 
t h ro u g h  p e rfo rm a n c e  
re c o g n it io n , s t ro n g  
le a d e rsh ip , fle xib ility, 
a n d  w o rk- life  b a la n c e . 

THE COST OF LOSS

Why this matters: What you can do:

RETAIN TOP TALENT THROUGH EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT, 
CAREER PATHING, COMPETITIVE COMPENSATION, AND 
MEANINGFUL WORK.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The details:
Firms that reduce turnover by just 5% can see profit margins increase by 25-85% due to increased efficiency and reduced hiring costs.
Engaged employees are 59% less likely to seek new jobs
Architects & engineers saw salaries increase by 8-12% in 2023 due to labor shortages.
70% of AEC professionals say purpose-driven work impacts their decision to stay with their current firm

*Employee engagement is ultimately a profitability strategy. 

*Employees want to work on projects at firms that align with personal values (sustainability, social impact, etc.) and encourage innovation, creative thought, and critical thinking/problem-solving.

Examples:
1. Perkins & Will (career pathing, mentorship)
Has a structured mentorship program that pairs junior employees with senior architects – increased retention among early-career hires by 30%.
Clear promotion pathways, ensuring employees understand the steps to leadership roles.

2. Turner Construction (employee engagement through meaningful work)
"Voice of the Employee" town halls that allow employees to provide feedback directly to leadership.
Rotational job programs, letting employees gain experience across different roles and projects; contributes to increased job satisfaction and longevity

3. Thornton Tomasetti (competitive compensation, work-life balance emphasis)
Introduced profit-sharing bonuses, aligning employee financial success with company performance.
Offers flexible work arrangements, including hybrid/remote work options, leading to a 15% reduction in turnover over two years.

4. Stantec (meaningful work, innovation, autonomy)
Sustainability-driven projects, focus is on attracting and retaining talent who are passionate about environmental impact
Invests in R&D and emerging technology which attracts employees to who want to work on cutting-edge projects (e.g., smart cities, AI-driven design)

5. Gensler (continuous learning and professional development support)
Tuition reimbursement and access to in-house training on BIM, AI, and sustainable design.
Leadership development programs that have contributed to 50% of leadership roles being filled internally





SHORE UP SELECTION PROCESS AND 
IMPROVE CANDIDATE EXPERIENCE 

ALIGN HIRING WITH PROPOSAL PIPELINE

UPSKILL AND MENTOR TO CLOSE THE 
SKILLS GAP

USE EMPLOYEE REFERRAL PROGRAMS

KEY SESSION 
TAKEAWAYS



“YOU DON’T BUILD A 
BUSINESS - YOU BUILD 

PEOPLE, AND THE PEOPLE 
BUILD THE BUSINESS.”

ZIG ZIGLAR



THANK YOU!

MICAELA MORGAN
mmorgan@emissarysearch.com

Hampton Roads, VA
(757) 814.4759

JOE SWARENGIN
jswarengin@emissarysearch.com

Fayetteville, AR
(479) 312.7024
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