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Re c r u i t i n g G ra d u a te Tal e nt

T h e e x p o n e n t i a l gr o w t h in social media has resulted
in the disruption of many traditional organisational processes.
One such activity is recruitment and selection, where social media
have been used to disrupt practices at industry, organisational and
individual levels.
Companies are beginning to bypass traditional agency
channels with new in-house recruitment practices, new executive search entities are challenging existing models, and
individuals are using novel pathways to reach out to prospective employers. This is one of the areas of interest for
a team of researchers and industry partners in the University of Sydney’s Digital Disruption Research Group (DDRG),
which is looking at fundamental changes that are occurring
in business as a result of digital technologies.
In this study, we worked alongside a large, global professional services firm to understand the impact of social media
on corporate recruitment, and to identify ways in which the
recruitment processes can be effectively managed for better
quality outcomes.
The ability to attract and retain top talent is a source of
sustainable competitive advantage for such firms. Large accounts are won and retained through the ability of professional service firms to offer a wide range of accounting, consulting and advisory services that leverage the talent of staff
to add value to clients. Not only is the process of finding
and recruiting this talent expensive, it is also inefficient and
wasteful when the wrong people are recruited. Findings
from this study suggest that graduate recruitment activities
can be improved by applying a form of game mechanics
called ‘gamification’.
Social media is now so integrated into our daily lives that
we can barely remember a time without it. Many junior employees have never known a workplace without the capa46 | University of Auckland Business Review, Volume 17 No1, 2014

...at times it is hard
to find the line that
divides our workplace
from our home as we
constantly switch
digitally between
the two.

bilities to interact with a wide range of webenabled technologies and mobile devices.
Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin, Instagram,
Snapchat and other social tools are part
of the vernacular in both our personal and
corporate lives. In fact, at times it is hard to
find the line that divides our workplace from
our home as we constantly switch digitally
between the two. Hand-held devices such
as smartphones and tablets make our online engagement ever easier as we connect
any time, anywhere. The growth of social
media has seen channels such as Linkedin
(238 million members globally and adding
50 million new members a year), and Facebook (more than 1 billion users globally)
explore new ways of finding and engaging
with people.
Processes associated with attracting and
selecting the best available talent are built
around networking, relationship building,
and engaging with people who have the
necessary attributes to add value to the
organisation. Social media is designed to
enhance capabilities around all of these activities, and therefore is well positioned to
alter traditional talent management practices. It is clear that organisations able to
use these platforms effectively have much
to gain.
In the context of talent management,
and more particularly graduate recruitment, we were interested in whether or not
digital technologies were fundamentally
changing the way applicants engaged with
the recruitment process. If the process was
being disrupted we would expect to see induced shifts in power relations and changes
in the way information traveled.

Large organisations—professional services firms in particular—deploy considerable resources to compete for the
best university graduates, many of whom juggle multiple
job offers. Online processes have been characteristic of
graduate recruitment for some time, with organisations
using websites, online application processes and talent
management systems to attract and manage applications.
Millennial graduates—those born between 1982 and
2003—tend to be highly technologically connected, and
therefore the use of online channels is more characteristic of graduate recruitment than experienced-hire recruitment. However, little research specifically addresses how
graduates engage with social media, which increasingly is
seen by companies as a cost-effective vehicle for recruiting
top graduates.
Professional service firms typically have large graduate recruitment programmes, with the firm selected for
this study (here called Consultex to preserve anonymity)
hiring some 500 graduates each year. These are chosen
from more than 11,000 applicants in complex and rigorous selection processes that use social media and other
web-based technologies. Consultex has a talent management strategy aimed at developing a diversified workforce
to support business development focused on innovation.
Graduate recruitment is an integral part of that strategy
and therefore is designed for both renewal and growth.
The firm has a history of working closely with universities and their graduate programmes are highly contested
among the student applicants.
The present research project was designed to understand how social media was impacting on the recruitment
process; in particular whether the existing processes had
been augmented and modified by social media, or whether a more fundamental shift had changed the rules of the
graduate recruitment game.
We examined the Consultex recruitment process over a
period of nine months and analysed social media activity
on Twitter, Facebook, Yammer, Whirlpool and Linkedin.
We also interviewed the executives involved in graduate
recruitment, together with a sample of students who had
been through the company’s recruitment process. The
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process itself worked like a funnel, with a series of sifting points where graduates were either retained and advanced to the next sifting
point, or were politely ejected. Social media
was not a part of the process itself, but was
a presence around it. At first, it didn’t appear
to disrupt the process, but rather to support
and enhance the experience as graduates
were filtered through a series of phases. However, further analysis of the data suggested
that more fundamental shifts occurred that
reframed and redefined the graduate recruitment process, opening up new opportunities
to generate value.
Thinking of the recruitment process in three
distinct phases—recruitment, selection, and
on-boarding—gives a clearer view of how social media was used by Consultex.

Phas e 1: R e c r u i t m e n t
Traditional face-to-face campus activities still
formed the foundation of the graduate information and recruitment activities, but increasingly Twitter and Facebook were used to augment these activities and draw applicants to
the website and the on-line application process. This is typically the ‘fishing’ phase where
students may apply to many firms to see who
‘bites’. Social media was used to answer simple
questions and to provide information to assist
with the application process. In this context,
social media was considered background to
existing recruitment processes.

Phas e 2: S e l e c t i o n
For those graduates who were invited to the
more advanced phases of the selection process
(including the assessment centre, case study
analysis and partner interviews), social media
activity began to fundamentally disrupt the
process. At these stages there was a significant
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increase in social media activity as graduates were connected with current employees in the areas of the business
aligned with their stated interests. They were consequently
invited to engage with topics
of interest to Consultex, and
generally encouraged to participate in conversations designed to provide applicants
with an authentic view of the
organisation. The use of social
media to engage applicants at
this stage was designed to (1)
enable graduates to self-select
out of the recruitment process
if they recognised that they
did not fit with the firm, (2)
provide the graduates with the
opportunity to be more Consultex-informed in order that
the interview process might
be further enhanced, and (3)
begin the process of establishing networks with existing
employees. In this phase, social media was used as a way
of enabling candidates to
identify with the organisation
and to begin a more integrated dialogue designed to enable them to get to know the
people of Consultex. In other
words, social media effected a
broader window into both the
company and the applicant
beyond skills and potential
abilities, and into less tangible
identification processes.
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Phase 3: O n - b o a r d i n g
Given that these roles were
accepted 12-18 months (and
for some of Consultex’s competitors up to two years) before the candidate completed
his or her degree, there was a
substantial period after the offer was accepted during which
the candidate was vulnerable
to other offers or different
opportunities. Social media
was therefore used to seamlessly extend the recruitment
process into the on-boarding
process. Yammer, the main internal social media communication tool at Consultex, was
also used to connect graduates to on-going corporate
conversations.
Facebook, Linkedin and
Twitter were further used to
build networks and maintain
regular contact with the future
employee. In this way most
on-boarding activities were
completed prior to a graduate’s start date.

The Consultex experience highlights the way in
which social media was used to enhance the graduate recruitment process. But could this be classified
as disruption? Information flows were extended and
enhanced, but it could be suggested that existing processes were simply being automated and augmented.
However, when we look closely at social media platforms, in particular Whirlpool, we find evidence of a
crowd-sourced community of stakeholders sharing experiences, states of mind and understandings of the
Consultex process.
In recent years, Whirlpool has evolved from a forum
dedicated to the discussion of broadband providers
to an active set of online communities. At the time
of writing, the site had 627,774 registered members,
with 2,019,235 threads and twenty times as many
posts. The ‘Life’ section of the site includes threads on
jobs, education, finance, lifestyle and travel. An established graduate programme section includes hundreds
of threads, each relating to a specific company and its
current graduate recruitment or vacation programme.
Members on these threads adopt pseudonyms and are
usually not represented by profile photos. This anonymity effects the nature of web forum data.
Although members’ posts are technically public,
they are often candid, and relate experiences as they
happen, often asking others in the forum for advice
on upcoming assessments. For example, one forum
member asked: “Hi Guys, I have an AC [assessment
centre] on Monday. What should I be expecting for
the case study and how should I approach working
within a team. Eg. Do I find the right balance of leadership (eg 50% talking 50% listening)?”
A significant number of such graduate recruitment
posts on the Whirlpool site were dedicated to the Consultex process, either in the form of questions and advice, or the sharing of experiences.
In order to make sense of the implicit (hidden) rules
of the selection process, students were using this social media open forum to share information in much
the same way as online gamers use social network49
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ing platforms to better equip themselves to play their
games. Tips on how to navigate the process, what to
ask, how to engage in discussions, what to wear and
so on were willingly shared by successful and unsuccessful applicants alike. Even interview questions and
feedback were explicitly discussed, with one applicant
saying that in their behavioral interview: “It seemed
like they already had a list of things that they wanted
mentioned in a response, ideal actions and such…one
question was about giving a time when there was a
problem or a disagreement on a team. In feedback
I was told that I didn’t say anything about bringing
other members of my team in and getting them involved in resolving the disagreement”.
In the open Whirlpool forum, freed from the Consultex spotlight in social media discussions that were mediated formally by the graduate recruitment team, potential applicants more openly discuss how they might
“win” the game and “fit” with the Consultex model.
Gamification involves the application of game-like
mechanics to encourage certain desired behaviours
in an audience. As students in the study interacted
with social media, they appeared to continually adjust
their behaviour and responses as they ‘gamified’ the
recruitment process in order to improve their chances of progressing to the next level. Applicants both
competed and cooperated in order to translate the
process into a ‘game’ in which those with the best
knowledge of both the explicit and implicit rules were
likely to be more successful.
As information flows shifted beyond the Consultexcontrolled process into more open crowd-sourced
platforms, the power base that was previously centralised within the firm shifted toward the applicants
as they shared information to ‘be’ the candidate who
met the Consultex brief.
Given Consultex’s aim of creating a diversified workforce to support a growth strategy based on innovation, its graduate recruitment would seem to be problematic. Social media was used to digitally enhance
the existing process, rather than to elicit the unique
networking and co-creative capabilities of these platforms. The added complexities of the social media
platforms, while designed to provide applicants with
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an authentic view of the organisation
and create touch points, tended to
also open up more ‘moves’ for applicants within the process.
To succeed it became more apparent to applicants that the implicit rules needed to be understood.
Given the high desirability to ‘win’
the final prize (i.e. to be employed),
informal social networking platforms
were enabling crowd-sourced strategies that led to a ‘gamification’ of
the process by the applicants themselves. Those who learned fastest
how to play to the rules and appear
most like the current Consultex employees were more likely to be able

to keep playing.
While we cannot claim that the
selection process accounted for
all of the fall out of graduates in
their first two years, there appears
to be potential to better engage
with the capabilities of digital technologies to disrupt this process.
The explicit adoption of the mechanics of a recruitment ‘game’
potentially opens up significant opportunities to mitigate against the
selection of Consultex clones, and
instead to engage a more diverse
and innovative cohort of graduates
capable of meeting the organisation’s longer term objectives.
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key take-outs
Social media must not be seen as automated versions of traditional organisational
practices. Alternative forums should be recognised, and their impact and value
understood, as part of the recruitment process.
Graduate employees should be valued as resources in the process. Rather than
broadcasting conventional messages through social media, they can suggest new ways
to engage with applicants.
Given that graduates are competitive and treat recruitment as a game, organisations
should consider embracing gamification to enhance their graduate selection process.
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