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Easily getting access to others via social networking may be possible, but sustained
member engagement relies on the quality of the interactions and communications. The
recruiting industry, whose livelihood depends on getting to people quickly, is in a
unique position to enhance or seriously harm the social networking growth trend.

Social networking sites such as MySpace, Facebook, Friendster, Orkut, Bebo, and many
others have radically remapped the terrain of the Internet in recent years, offering an
estimated one billion users an array of new conduits for connection and collaboration.
Though these sites initially were discounted as being largely the province of teenagers,
the exponential expansion of user numbers across all demographic categories soon
began to pique widespread business interest in the social space.

Remarkably, a recent survey of 2,200 top corporations found that more than 20%
planned to implement some form of social networking strategy in 2008. It is estimated
that by 2010 businesses will spend in excess of $2 billion to advertise on social
networking sites.

A Rolodex for the 21st Century

Social networking’s attainment of business legitimacy dovetailed with the rise of
another significant trend: the use of social networking sites to facilitate recruitment.
Early inroads were made by forward-thinking IT firms on the lookout for candidates
with high-tech skill sets. By 2007, a growing number of companies — including many in
even the most traditionally conventional and trend-averse market sectors — were
wading in to the social space in hot pursuit of new recruits.

The social networking phenomenon will undoubtedly play a major role in shaping the
business landscape in the years to come. As the talent wars continue to rage, social
networking sites will likely gain more prominence as key strategic resources in the
ongoing struggle to seek out, court, and keep the most qualified candidates.

But there’s just one catch — recruiters’ ability to leverage the power of social
networking hinges upon the inherent value of the network. Paradoxically, the quality of
the recruitment efforts and interactions launched within the social space will ultimately
determine the value of the networks.
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If social networks are flooded with marginally accurate information about jobs and an
influx of undifferentiated recruitment communications, users will begin to sign off. In
this way, misuse of the social space by recruiters could actually damage the value of
the very networks they are now seeking to exploit.

Success Hinges on the Value of the Network

Social networking sites are only as good as the linking systems that drive them.
Without an organizing principle that helps herd users into ever-shifting groups of
allegiances, interests, and shared affinities, social networking sites would have no value
or utility to their massive member bases.

For recruiters, the elaborate taxonomies of self-classification through which social
networkers define themselves are worth their weight in gold. Sites like Facebook and
MySpace are essentially advanced search engines that can lead you to potential
candidates based on input variables such as location, education, and occupation. The
more precise and detailed the site’s classification system, the more valuable the
information it can provide.

Recruiters have long held it to be true that referred candidates stand a much better
chance of being a good fit than do “blind” applicants, who often have little or no insight
into the organization, its workings, and its culture. The unique nature of social
networking sites can duplicate the impact of a high-value referral, as they allow
recruiters to assess and target suitable candidates through a multidimensional array of
variables, including self-described attributes and networked connections.

First, Do No Harm

It stands to reason that the purer and more uncluttered a social networking system is,
the more helpful it will be as a tool for recruiters. In fact, the detritus left behind by
recruiters, advertisers, and other third parties actually serves to dilute the power and
accuracy of the network. As such, best practices in social network recruitment must
stem from one fundamental principle: do everything you can to avoid weakening the
system’s integrity. Ignoring these practices is self-defeating in three ways.

Making the Network Less Useful for Everyone

Recruitment efforts that are insufficiently targeted will necessarily impede the ability of
a social network to connect its members. Flooding the system with inappropriately
directed recruitment materials, friend requests, and referral appeals is the social
sphere’s equivalent of spam. Not only will you annoy and risk alienating potential
candidates, but you will also erode the ability of the social network to function properly
by connecting likeminded users.
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Driving Your Audience Away

Recruitment efforts that are overly broad will inevitably drive users from the system.
After an extended period of steep growth, many of the top social networking sites are
beginning to report stagnation in page views and new account creation. Although
analysts have offered numerous interpretations of these data, user surveys indicate
that the influx of advertisements into systems like MySpace and YouTube may have
prompted the migration. If your social-network recruitment efforts are not carefully
targeted, you may be contributing indirectly to the demise of the system — and to the
reduction of your applicant pool.

Wasting Time and Money

Recruitment efforts that aren’t properly focused offer no significant advantages over
those distributed through traditional channels. Simply put, if you're not carefully
designing your social-network recruitment strategy to exploit the unique terrain of the
social space, you're probably better off sticking to employee referrals and job-board
postings. You'll achieve the same level of market penetration, and you won't run the
risk of tarnishing your brand with a tone-deaf, off-kilter appeal.

Crafting a Social Network Recruitment Strategy That Works

Now that you’ve got a handle on how you shouldn’t use social networks for recruitment,
you’re ready to begin the process of developing a methodology to help you navigate the
social sphere to identify and reach out to the best candidates. Precision, credibility, and
responsiveness should be your chief concerns during this phase.

Ensure the Accuracy of the Position Information

Before you develop a search strategy for a particular position, make sure that you know
the unique and meaningful job details. This step is especially important if you're
recruiting for one-off roles that require very specific talents, skills, and interpersonal fit.
A quick and well-thought-out exchange or dialogue with the hiring manager should yield
all the details you need to get it right. What specifically needs to get done by when,
how will this person’s success be measured, why would the right person want this job,
and what are the common attributes of the current top performers? Answers to these
four questions will help establish a meaningful foundation to get to the right person.

Pitch the Job to Your Ideal Candidate

When you’'re writing for the social networking space, set aside the template-bound,
monotonous, lackluster, and frankly rather boring language used in standard want ads.
Instead, picture your dream candidate and tell your story in terms that will resonate
strongly with her or him at an emotional level. Because you're likely to be talking to a
very narrow slice of the population, you don’t have to worry about achieving the broad
appeal of, for example, an online posting. If you already have an employee on staff who
closely matches the candidate profile you have in mind, ask them to work with you on
crafting the personal message to the ideal candidate.
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Name Names and Get Specific

As advertisements, recruitment outreach efforts, and other non-user-generated
communications have begun to infiltrate the social space, users have grown
understandably suspicious of these messages. Scam-wary users have to filter through
dozens of come-ons every day, so you’'ll only have a split second to establish the kind of
credibility that will save your message from the Delete key. The only surefire way
around this fate is to explicitly state the hiring company’s name in your message. The
subject line and description must quickly answer the question about why I would care
about this job as a potential candidate or referral source. Describe the specific
measures of success for the person in this role and personality characteristics of the
team, so the right person can visualize their success. Vague generalities will likely
trigger readers’ distrust, rather than piquing their interest. Remember, you can’t bore
people into action.

Make Follow-Through As Easy and Painless As Possible

The overarching goal of social-network recruitment is to engender the kind of two-way
conversation with your candidate that many traditional recruitment channels don’t
allow. That being said, however, you need to make the pathway to applying or referring
as clear and easy to follow as possible. In communications with the candidate,
emphasize both your contact information and a direct link to an online application or
referral site.

Always, Always Follow Up

Social network sites are all about communicating, connecting, and creating dialogues.
As such, most systems offer a number of different options for touching base with a
potential candidate after the initial contact. Use a “ping” or an IM to stay in touch with
the applicant or referrer unobtrusively. Remind them of the closing date of the position,
or update them on the status of their referral. Just remember to initiate all subsequent
contacts courteously, respecting the boundaries and parameters the candidate has
established in prior interactions.

Conclusion

Over and above all of the hype and buzz, social networking sites offer recruiters a
valuable opportunity to seek out, scout, and connect with the applicant pool in ways
that traditional channels simply can’t support. The key to success in this space is
developing a smart, targeted recruitment strategy that works with, not against, the
fundamental principles of social networking.

About Accolo

Accolo manages and optimizes the internal recruiting function for small and mid-sized
companies. Through a fully integrated combination of people, process, technology, and
resources, Accolo provides its clients with a robust solution for all of their hiring needs.
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Accolo is a founding member of the Recruitment Process Outsourcing Association
(www.rpoassociation.org) and its investors include Altos Ventures (www.altosvc.com),
Vedior (Amsterdam: VDR, www.vedior.com) and trinet (www.TriNet.com).

For more information, visit www.accolo.com.

About the Author

John Younger is CEO of Accolo. For over 21 years, John’s passion to dramatically
improve how people and jobs find each other has drawn upon his deep understanding of
technology, the recruitment process, and a core belief that everyone deserves courtesy
and respect.
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