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2025 exposed a truth most businesses didn’t want to
admit..

.the real issue behind roadmaps derailing wasn't the scarcity of quality tech talent. It
was the inability of traditional recruitment and outsourcing to access the right people
and integrate them quickly.

This guide will help you:

« Reduce time-to-hire frommn months to weeks

« Improve quality-of-hire while significantly reducing cost
«  Compare hiring models objectively

- Build a scalable workforce plan for 2026 (and beyond)

- Protect margin while accelerating roadmayp delivery
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The tech hiring Agility Gap..and what It's really costing you

Most tech-driven businesses believe they have a talent problem. They don't. They have an agility problem.

The Agility Gap is the growing divide between:

e How fast your roadmap needs to move
e And how fast your hiring model allows you to move
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When that gap widens, the impact multiplies exponentially.

Benchmarking your hiring model - Red, Amber, Green - is critical to understanding your Agility Gap.

The real cost of StQYiﬂg Red or Amber What moving to Green unlocks
If your hiring model is slow, unpredictable or inflated: When your hiring engine is structurally Green:
e 3-6 month hiring cycles delay product releases e Hiring cycles reduce from months to weeks
e Prolonged vacancies cost ~£100k+ per role in lost output e Engineers contribute within 30 days
e Senijor engineers lose delivery time to interviews e Cost per engineer becomes predictable
* Onboarding takes months instead of weeks e 'By default’ Al enablement increases productivity
 High salaries eat into margin e Scaling becomes elastic, not stressful
e Early-stage churn forces expensive restarts

The result? You don't hire harder or increase budgets.
Roadmaps extend, delivery stalls. Costs increase rapidly. You scale with precision

Your growth becomes reactive instead of planned. . . .
This guide shows you precisely how.
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Why

will never be able to get
you exactly the

If you run a tech-driven business today, you've felt it: the
constant drag between your need to deliver rapidly and
how long it actually takes to get the right people in place.

Scarce quality talent. High recruitment costs. Increasing
tech salaries. Recruitment delays. All these stand in the
way of you actually delivering according to plan. And that's
the tech talent problem; the real-world version of what we
call the ‘Agility Gap’.

When the economy shifts, technology advances, or
competitors make bold moves, most organisations can't
respond fast enough. Often, the reason isn't strategy, or
even leadership. It's the inability to scale skilled people
quickly, reliably, and without breaking budgets.

It's the main reason why even the best tech companies are
struggling to scale fast enough.

The growing divide between how fast your company needs
to move and how fast your current hiring model allows it IS
your agility gap. Here are 3 quick sections to help you
understand your gap.. and move from conundrum to
control.
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1. “Talent shortage” is not the real problem

The ability to scale tech talent dictates your productivity, innovation, and growth.
Without it, everything slows down. Your forecasts become fiction. Product launches slip.
Costs rise faster than output.

Agility isn't a mindset problem; it's an operational bottleneck (red flag). And for most tech-
driven businesses, that bottleneck is mostly due to how they locate, hire, and integrate
engineering talent. This isn't a talent shortage problem, it's your approach to scalability -
reliance on a system that simply cannot and will not expand fast enough to meet your
talent needs.

2. The warning signs your current hiring model isn't built for speed

Most leadership teams will admit:

- It takes months, not weeks, to get people (especially great devs) from search to start. I

« Recruitment costs and notice periods keep creeping up. /‘ / | \\

-« Teams are constantly ‘patchworking’ capacity to keep up with delivery timelines. \ |
Technical debt piles up.

: : A AN
These are early warning signs of a system that can't scale fast enough to match market L LY N NS
speed. A system set up for failure - we're seeing this happen too often. — N e
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3. Regain control by
diagnosing your tech
talent gap.

It starts with honest benchmarking. Ask yourself, how
long it takes you to:

« Approve, source, hire, and fully integrate key roles,
- Get new engineers productive and contributing,
« Train them in Al tech, new tools and tech stacks.

The 2026 Hiring Benchmark

It's time to score your current hiring model...

Category Scoring

Time to Hire

1 - Red

4-6 months from
approval to start

1-3 months

5 - Green

2-3 weeks

Interview Efficiency

4+ rounds, heavy tech
lead time drain

2-3 structured rounds

Rigorously pre-vetted
(4-stage) candidates,
1-2 focused rounds
(for you)

What's your score?

6-12 — Red (Reactive, high risk)
13-20 — (Functional but constrained)
21-30 — Green (Scalable, future-ready hiring engine)

If you're Red or the issue isn’t talent. It's the
architecture of your hiring model.

Onboarding Speed

2-3 months to
productivity

1-2 months

Contributing
meaningful value
within 30 days

Cost Predictability

Recruiter fees + high
salaries & NI + budget
surprises

Mixed model, partially
predictable

Fully predictable: 50%
cost savings - NI,
pension, support, Al-
training included

Churn [ Retention

Frequent early-stage
churn + replacement
delays

Mixed stability +
replacement delays

Low churn, instant
replacements,
guaranteed continuity

SmartWorking

Al Enablement

No structured Al
training

Informal learning/ self-led
adoption

Structured, in-house
Al training embedded
in hiring model
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..Or compromising on
quality.

The real cost of hiring isn't just salary.

It's delay. It's drag. It's the tech debt piling up. It's the cost of
rework.

It's the exponential effect of missed delivery targets when
your hiring model can't keep up with your ambition.

Now that you've understood your Agility Gap, let's quantify
that gap and understand the real cost you're incurring.

Hiring Playbook | 9



1. The real cost of vacancy
If it takes 3-6 months to hire a mid-level engineer, during that time:

e Features are delayed

e Backlogs expand

e Senior engineers absorb the gap

e Innovation slows

The median product value contribution by a mid-level engineer per year is over
£660,000*. A 3-month delay represents £155,000+ in lost output per hire.

And that's even before onboarding. Multiply that across 5-10 roles and the numlbers
escalate fast. The problem isn’t recruitment. It's stalled delivery velocity.

2. The interview bandwidth tax
Traditional hiring models demand:

e 3-4 interview rounds
e Technical team involvement
e Repeated candidate dropouts

If a lead engineer costs £100k annually, and spends 20-30 hours per hire on
interviews, that's £1,000-£1500 in internal cost per candidate cycle. Now, multiply this
across multiple roles.

Hiring doesn't just cost money. It consumes your best people.

*https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-interesting-learnings-from-revenue-per-engineer-data-abi-noda-203cc/

SmartWorking
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3. The effect of onboarding drag

Even when you hire successfully, most traditional models take 2-3 months to show
productivity. That's not a talent issue, that's a systems issue.

Slow onboarding creates:

Sprint disruption
Culture friction
Productivity imbalance
Manager overload

The Hiring Diagnostic ‘green’ shows value contribution within 1 month of embedding. The
impact difference between 1 month and 3 months isn't small; it's an entire product cycle.

4. The attrition multiplier

Early-stage attrition is the most expensive hiring failure. Because you pay twice:
First hire cost

Replacement hire cost

Restarted onboarding
Lost morale

A failed hire can cost 2-3x annual salary* when fully loaded.
The mistake is not just financial cost, it's also severe momentum loss.

*UK-wide 2025 survey
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The Hiring Cost Comparison Framework

. : Cost Component UK Local Hire Agency-Led Hire | Nearshore | Managed Remote Model
If hiring wrong costs this much,
the next question isn't: “How do _ ,
T - Base Salary £70k £70k £55k £35k (all-inclusive)
IS5 Ao e We CO|CU|Ote. Fhe NI & Pension 15%+ 15%+ Local % Included
true economics of each hiring
model?”
Recruiter Fees In-house team | 15_o5y, Variable None
cost
Time to Hire 3-6 months 2-4 months -3 months | 2-3 weeks
Vacancy Cost High High Medium Low
Interview Bandwidth High High Medium Low
The real cost of
. Onboarding Time 2-3 months 2-3 months 1-2 months | <10 days
scaling tech
. Churn Risk Medium Medium Medium Zero
teams in 2026.
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By now, one thing should be clear: Hiring faster or increasing
budget isn't the solution.

Designing a hiring system that scales exactly when needed, is.
Speed without structure leads to:

Inefficient hires

Cultural misalignment
Productivity bottlenecks
Expensive churn

The companies that scale at will and within budget don’t “hire
harder.” They engineer the hiring engine itself.

What a scalable hiring engine includes

S d Service — 1. Structured talent sourcing infrastructure

e Global access to specialist skill pools
e Pre-qualified pipelines
e Al-assisted screening
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2. Rigorous, multi-level vetting

e Background & skills validation
e Communication assessment & cultural alignment
e Technical assessment
[

In-person, expert interviews

The 4 stages that filter
99% of candidates -
guaranteeing quality.

SmartWorking

The findl
shortlist...

Al-powered screening and matching

e Al-driven assessments identify top engineering talent, based on
specific role requirements.

e Compliance checks verify past employment, education and identity
to meet ISO standards.

Communication and English fluency

English skills assessed via invigilated exams - written and verbal.

Technical testing

Bespoke technical tests tailored to the role’s requirements using
industry-leading platforms offering exercises and coding challenges
across tech roles, skills and languages.

Expert interviews

e 11 technical interviews by industry experts to put candidates
through their paces.

e FEach expert interviewer has 10+ years’ experience in the specific
tech skills the role requires.



3. Integration-first onboarding

Not “remote contractors.”
Embedded engineers:

Same tools

Same sprint cycles
Same standups
Same accountability

—4. Al enablement as standard — b. Governance and performance
support

In 2026, scalable teams are Al-augmented
by default Long-term support:
Your hiring model must: Admin & compliance
Performmance monitoring
Feedback cadence

Escalation pathways

Retention & continuity structure

e Vet for Al fluency
e Train continuously
e Improve productivity over time

Smart Working is a fully-managed model built on this scalable hiring architecture.
All the end-to-end heavy lifting done; so you can focus on growth.

SmartWorking
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Businesses that got it right

3 businesses

Multiple tech talent challenges
Product roadmap bottlenecks
Strained budgets

Delivery stagnation

1 elite, managed, remote solution

These teams assessed themselves on the Hiring Agility Diagnostic
tool, found out where they stood, and implemented changes that

helped:

Build long-term, elite tech teams (overoge tenure: 22 months)
Future-proof engineers with continuous Al training

Reduce talent overheads significantly

Eliminate technical delbt

Accelerate roadmaps and delivery
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O  Benchmark agility level: Company size: Industry: 8 Green CIChieved

o 80-150 Aviation, Digitalisation, Cloud tech The hew benchmarks
CAPITAL/COST EFFICIENCY
Year-1ROI %: 66.67%
40% annual savings
Compared to local hiring and
Finding high-quality senior tech talent in the End-to-end senior team build contractors.
UK market was proving extremely difficult. Matched with senior PHP/Symfony/Cloud engineers, £230k freed annually
all rigorously vetted through Smart Working'’s proven to allocate to other projects.
4-stage model.
TIME-TO-HIRE

Structured delivery Hiring decision made

e Hiring cycles stretched to up to at least 6 In’.crodu.ced engineering + culture revieV\( meetings to in 10 days, entire team
months align client’s tech leads and Smart Working. onboarded in 3 weeks

e High UK tech salaries meant greater No shortcuts and no quality

. Seamless integration SO RAMISES
budget strain . ,
i i Engineers weren't treated as contractors, they became

° Len.gthy Interview processes delayed core team members from day one. CONTINUITY

delivery 18 months and counting
e Internal tech leads were spending too Long-term partnership Elite Smart Working engineers are

o o : . proving their long-term value,
much time on onboarding Continuous alignment, performance feedback, and enhancing efficiency and

. continuous Al training.
trust iIssues

Continuous Al training
On-going Al training through Smart Working's Al Al ENABLEMENT

Academy resulted in tangible impact on productivity. Al training led to a 35% uplift in
developer productivity.
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O  Benchmark agility level: Company size: Industry:

| Red 150-250 | Managed IT, Cybersecurity

Why were things so stressful?

Growth was outpacing hiring. The client not
only needed elite talent fast hires, they
wanted engineers who could integrate,
deliver, and scale the business from day one.

Challenges

e Critical engineering roles remained open
for over 4 months.

e Growing product backlog and slowing
product delivery.

e High tech salaries impacting budget.

e Internal recruitment couldn’t keep up.

e Traditional agencies were slow,
expensive and shallow in understanding
what great remote engineering looks like.

SmartWorking

End-to-end team build

We scoped and sourced a full engineering team of 8 -
specifically designed to support their immediate and
long-term needs and complement their tech roadmap.

Elite quality control

4-stage vetting process - technical and logical testing,
live coding, face-to-face expert interviews; plus
communication and culture-fit assessments - aligned
with their Al-driven environment.

Structured delivery

Delivery Manager was placed in just 13 days, followed by
senior developers and mid-level engineers under their
guidance.

Security-first assurance

Our ISO 27001 certification meant the client could fully trust
our security, compliance standards, and data integrity.

Continuous Al training

Continuous Al training in Smart Working's Al Academy to
stay ahead of evolving technologies.

8 Green achieved

The new benchmarks

CAPITAL/COST EFFICIENCY

70% annual savings

Year-1ROI %: 233.33%
Compared to local USA hires and
contractors.

TEAM FIT

A “ready to go” team
Plug-and-play elite engineers
who hit the ground running.

DELIVERY IMPACT

Engineers were delivering value
before the first month was finished.

TIME-TO-HIRE

Reduced by 50%

Despite multiple scope changes
and natural attrition during the
process.
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O  Benchmark agility level: Company size: Industry:

O .
e Red 500-1000 | Ecommerce, Global travel marketplace o Sreen achieved

The new benchmarks

Why were things so stressful?

High tech salaries and unavailability of elite
talent at short notice.

Challenges

e The client required senior and highly
skilled software engineers meeting
specific technical requirements.

e They needed elite tech talent on tap,
ready to go as and when required.

e Existing talent partner was too
expensive.

SmartWorking

Phased team build

We scoped and sourced the team in a phased manner,
aligned with their business strategy. We now act as an
extension of their in-house recruitment function,
embedding elite engineers within 2 weeks.

Complete trust in our vetting process

4-stage vetting process - technical and logical testing, live
coding, face-to-face expert interviews; plus
communication and culture-fit assessments - assures
them of absolute quality every single time.

Continuity-based partnership

Both teams are fully aligned - we handle the people so they
can focus on growth. All our engineers placed since the
start (2024) continue to drive value.

Enterprise-grade security
Our ISO 27001 certification means the client can fully trust
our security, compliance standards, and data integrity.

Continuous Al training

Continuous Al training in Smart Working's Al Academy to
stay ahead of evolving technologies.

CAPITAL/COST EFFICIENCY

Year-1ROI %:72.42%

42% annual savings
Compared to local hires and
contractors.

TIME-TO-HIRE

2 weeks from CV delivery to
onboarding

The Smart Working model helps
them scale rapidly by providing
exactly the right talent - on time,
every time.

CONTINUITY

All engineers originally placed in
2024 still work with the client
Regular feedback cadences with
the our customer success team
quickly resolves any bottlenecks.
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Applying this toolkit What to do next

1N 2026 Insight without action doesn't close your Agility Gap. Here's
how to apply this framework immediately.

1. Run the Tech Hiring Scorecard —— 2. Calculate your fully loaded cost per Engineer
Within the next 7 days: Go beyond salary. Include:

e Benchmark your current time-to-hire e Recruiter fees, NI, pension and benefits

e Calculate onboarding time to productivity e \Vacancy cost

e Assess interview bandwidth drain e Interview time cost

e Review churnin the last 12 months e Onboarding delay

e Evaluate Al readiness across tech teams e Attrition replacement cost
Be honest. Red and Amber are common - but fixable. Most businesses underestimate this figure by 25-40%.

Clarity changes decisions.

3. Decide what you'll fix in the next 30 days — 4. Stress-test your hiring architecture

Choose one: Before approving new headcount, ask - Is our current
model built for:

e Reduce time-to-hire below 4 weeks

e Cutinterview rounds by 75% e Speed?

e Pilot a managed hiring model e Cost control?

e Introduce structured Al training e Long-term continuity?

e Reallocate budget from agencies to scalable systems e Al-driven productivity?
Momentum matters. If not, redesign it before you scale it.
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Smart Working is designed around the principles outlined in this guide
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Matching Meet candidates Pick your team Onboarding Ongoing support
100,000 global devs opply each  You only see t.he best-fit Meet and choose the Engineers integrated in Admin, HR, comp-llonce,
month, only 1% make the final cut. shortlist. people you want. performance reviews, Al

days, not weeks.
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training - all included.
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Speed

Get a rigorously vetted candidate hired in 10 days.

You’'re in control

Your Smart Workers fully embed in your team,
work your hours, use your tools and integrate
with your culture.

Continuous Al training

All Smart Workers are continuously trained in our
Al Academy.

Smart Working is not outsourcing or
traditional recruitment.

50% saving

Vs UK staff costs, while paying competitive
salaries and giving comprehensive benefits.

10]

People love working with us

Glassdoor rating - 4.7/5 (our devs love us)
NPS - 75 (our clients love us too)

Robust information security

We're ISO 27001 certified - your data comes first.

SmartWorking

Direct Hiring Cost Per
Cost Per Total Cost Smart Total Smart
Squad Composition UKSalary | Head (incl. | OfDirect Worker (45- Working
salary, NI, Hiring hour week; Cost
pension) all-in)
Senior Frontend Developer x 1 85,000 £100,300 £100,300 £50,000 £50,000
Devops Engineering Lead x 1 £120,000 £141,600 £141,600 £65,000 £65,000
Senior Cloud Engineer x 3 £100,000 £118,000 £354,000 £60,000 £180,000
Global IT Manager x 1 £120,000 £141,600 £141600 £65,000 £65,000
Software Engineer x 4 £65,000 £76,700 £306,800 £40,000 £160,000
Total £1,044,300 £520,000
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s your hiring engine
ouilt for 20267

In 2026, the advantage won’'t go to the
companies that hire harder or spend more.

It will go to the companies whose hiring
systems help them move faster - without
sacrificing quality or margin.

We've built the engine. You just scale.

A\ SmartWorking

x info@smartworking.io

smartworking.io

Q Smart Working Solutions Ltd.
The Plaza
535 King's Rd
London SW10 0SZ

QPS /90

Net Promoter Score

"GLASSDOOR" 4.7
*Trustpilot 4.7
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