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The Reverse Recruitment Economy:
When Job Seekers Become the
Customer

As job seekers become paying customers, recruitment’s incentives are changing. Where
useful support ends, unequal access begins, and employers share responsibility.

By Lara Blackert

Recruiting was built on a straightforward economic relationship. Employers paid firms to find
talent because employers held the vacancy, controlled the decision, and received the value of the
placement.

That model remains, while a reverse recruitment economy is growing alongside it. Candidates
now pay for access, positioning, networking, outreach, application support, and introductions to
employers. Many of these services are legitimate and useful, but the shift raises important
questions about who now funds access to opportunity.

A difficult market changes who pays

Long searches, automated rejection, inaccessible decision makers, and overwhelming application
volume have left many candidates unable to navigate the market through ordinary means.
Professionals who once expected their experience to create access are told they need a
specialized intermediary simply to be seen.

The candidate becomes the customer when the hiring system no longer provides a reliable path
to consideration.

This is not inherently unethical. Career coaching, resume support, and strategic networking can
provide real value. The concern begins when recruitment businesses monetize fear, imply access
they cannot guarantee, or charge candidates for employer relationships that were developed
through the traditional employer-paid model.

The power imbalance matters

The unemployed candidate is not purchasing from a position of ordinary consumer choice. The
person may be losing income, insurance, confidence, and professional standing. That
vulnerability changes the ethical obligation of the seller.

Claims should be precise. Fees should be transparent. Conflicts should be disclosed. Providers
should distinguish coaching from representation and access from guaranteed opportunity.
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Candidates should know whether the firm is also being paid by employers, whether introductions
are genuine, and what outcomes the service has actually produced.

Without those protections, access to opportunity can become increasingly dependent on a
candidate’s ability to pay.

Employers are not outside the problem

Companies may not be paying the candidate-side fee. Their hiring practices still help create the
demand for it.

When employers allow searches to remain unresolved, rely on referrals as the only credible route,
automate communication without accountability, or require candidates to complete extensive
unpaid work, they make access harder for people without money or privileged networks.

The result is a two-tier labor market. Candidates with resources can purchase visibility and
strategic support. Others remain dependent on systems that increasingly fail to provide a fair
path to consideration.

What responsible practice requires

Reverse recruitment should be treated as a professional service with clear standards. Providers
should define deliverables, disclose relationships, protect candidate information, avoid
compensation structures that encourage unsuitable placements, and publish outcome measures
that can be evaluated.

Employers should also examine whether their hiring architecture has become so inaccessible that
candidates feel compelled to pay an intermediary to reach them.

The goal is to preserve useful candidate-paid support while establishing standards that prevent a
difficult labor market from creating avoidable harm.

Recruiters have historically been paid by employers to find people. If people must now pay
recruiters to find employers, leaders should ask what changed, who benefits, and whether the
system still provides equitable access to work.
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