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as a recruiting tool
In the span of just a few short years, 
social media has become central to 
many businesses’ recruiting strategies. 
Organizations of all sizes and in many 
industries are using a number of 
different platforms to fi nd and connect 
with potential new hires, build an 
employer brand and fi nd out more 
about job candidates. Along with new 
opportunities to build effi ciencies into 
the recruiting process, the use of social 
media also creates new responsibilities for 
employers and the HR function.

A 2011 Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) poll showed a 
signifi cant increase in the use of social 
media for recruiting purposes since a 
previous 2008 poll. Only a little over 
one-third (34%) of organizations were 
using these sites as recruiting tools 
in 2008, whereas by 2011 more than 
one-half (56%) of the organizations 
polled reported that they were currently 
using social networking websites when 
recruiting for potential jobs (see Figure 
1). Among organizations that used social 
media for recruiting, the most utilized 
social networking website in 2011 was 
LinkedIn (95%). This was followed 

by more than one-half (58%) using 
Facebook and 42% using Twitter. 

Perhaps the main reason for the 
increased use of social networking 
websites is the fact that many more HR 
professionals today are viewing them as 
a highly effi cient way to connect with 
potential job candidates. For example, 
in 2011 more than one-half (52%) of 
recruiters said that they believe that these 
sites are effi cient for recruiting executive/
upper-management-level job candidates 
such as CFOs and CTOs compared 
with 22% who believed this to be the 
case in 2008. More than one-half (58%) 
also believed such sites are effi cient for 
recruiting other management positions, 
compared with only 13% who thought so 
in 2008. 

It would appear that once a critical 
mass of individuals joined social 
networking platforms, recruiters began 
to see them as a rich source of potential 
hires. And the more social networks 
were used for recruiting, the more job 
seekers of all kinds—including passive 
job seekers—began to establish a social 
media presence. This has created a kind 
of virtuous circle of recruiters seeking out 
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potential candidates from the large number of passive job 
seekers on social media networks, and more individuals 
signing up for such networks because they have now 
come to be seen as indispensable tools for effective 
networking.

Seeking passive job seekers  .......................
It is the passive job seeker that seems to be a major 
attraction for recruiters on social networking sites: 84% 
of the recruiters polled in the SHRM survey said that 
the main reason they used social networking sites for 
recruiting was to recruit passive job candidates who 
might not otherwise apply for the job they are seeking 
to fi ll (see Figure 2). HR professionals are also using 
social media for recruiting because they consider it 
less expensive than other methods of recruiting job 
candidates and they believe these platforms increase 
employer brand and recognition.

A key reason that recruiters are so focused on passive 
job seekers is that among them are often individuals 
with a very specifi c and in-demand skill set that is 
diffi cult to source. Especially in many technical fi elds 
where knowledge turnover is rapid, fi nding someone 
with the most up-to-date skills often equates with 
fi nding someone currently employed in a position almost 
identical to the one being fi lled. Therefore, while social 
media platforms can enable organizations to quickly 
locate individuals with precisely the kind of experience 
and skills they want, recruiters must be cautious about 
focusing too much on currently employed “perfect” 
candidates and be open to a wide range of potential 
talent. This can include individuals who may be currently 
unemployed, or those individuals who may benefi t from 
some investment of time and training to reach optimal 
skill attainment and performance levels.

Large vs. small employers  .............................
Recruiting strategies that employ social media will 
continually develop in response to both the technologies 
and platforms available and the ongoing demands of 
the labor market. The use of social media in recruiting 
mainly developed over the course of several years of 
slow hiring—a jobless recovery that was by and large an 
employer’s market. It will be interesting to see how social 
media is used in recruiting if and when demand picks up. 

This could be soon. Several surveys, polls and 
indicators are pointing to signs of improvement in the 
job market. The most recent SHRM Jobs Outlook Survey 
released in April 2012 shows HR professionals are 
growing more confi dent in the job market and many 
predict an increase in hiring over the next quarter. 
Another April 2012 survey report, this one from 
CareerBuilder, found that hiring plans in the U.S. were 
climbing back up to pre-recession levels. Meanwhile, the 
SHRM Leading Indicators of National Employment 
(LINE) monthly fi ndings show a steady trend of 
increased recruiting diffi culty in both the manufacturing 
and private services sectors.

As recruiting for key positions grows more diffi cult, 
organizations of all sizes will probably step up their 
use of social networking for hiring purposes. Small 
organizations are likely to use these sites in slightly 
different ways compared with larger organizations. For 
example, recruiters at smaller organizations may not be 
able to afford to sign up for the recruiting “power tools” 
that some sites offer or to pay to post large numbers 
of jobs. But they can still take advantage of the many 
free options social media sites offer, such as building 
connections with individuals that may be able to 
suggest potential hires or by joining professional groups 
relevant to the kinds of jobs they frequently recruit for 
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Figure 1: The Use of Social Networking Websites to Recruit Potential Job Candidates in 2011 Compared With 2008

Note: 2008 total does not equal 100% due to rounding.
Source: SHRM Poll: Social Networking Websites for Identifying and Staffi ng Potential Job Candidates (SHRM, 2011)
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in their organizations. As their networks expand, HR 
professionals may often be able to fi nd potential leads 
for candidates simply by sending out status updates that 
mention jobs they are currently trying to fi ll. 

Larger organizations, on the other hand, may be 
better able to take advantage of the growing array of paid 
options and recruiting tools that many social networking 
sites are offering. They may also be more focused on 
using social media to build their employer brand. The 
SHRM survey found that already 60% of organizations 
are using social networking websites for employer brand 
recognition—almost twice the level recorded in 2008 
(35%). These employer brand-building efforts are likely to 
grow even more sophisticated if the war for talent heats 
up.

Other considerations  .........................................
HR professionals at organizations of all sizes will need 
to continue to be aware of the legal, privacy and diversity 
issues that the use of social media raises in recruiting as 
well as in relation to existing employees. For example, 

the National Labor Relations Board has stipulated that 
employers cannot limit employees’ posts about their 
working conditions. Several states have already passed 
or are in the process of passing laws that ban employers 
from asking job applicants or employees for their social 
media passwords and prohibit employers from taking or 
threatening to take disciplinary action for not complying 
with password requests. 

These kinds of legal and privacy issues are likely to 
continue to infl uence strategies on the use of social 
media in recruiting in many organizations. The growing 
number of states passing laws related to the use of social 
media during the hiring process may already be leading 
to a decline in the number of organizations that use social 
media or online search engines to screen job candidates. 
For example, a 2011 SHRM poll found that close to two-
thirds of organizations (64%) either never used online 
search engines to screen job candidates or used them in 
the past but no longer do so. Only 26% of organizations 
indicated that they use online search engines to screen 
job candidates during the hiring process—a decline 
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Figure 2: How Do Organizations Recruit Potential Job Candidates Using Social Networking Websites?

Note: Excludes respondents who indicated their organization currently does not use social networking websites to recruit potential job candidates. Totals do not equal 100% due 
to multiple response options. 
Source: SHRM Poll: Social Networking Websites for Identifying and Staffi ng Potential Job Candidates (SHRM, 2011)
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Figure 3: Use of Online Search Engines to Screen Job Candidates

Note: Respondents who answered “don’t know” were excluded from this analysis. Total does not equal 100% due to rounding.
Source: SHRM Survey Findings: The Use of Social Networking Websites and Online Search Engines in Screening Job Candidates (SHRM, 2011)
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from 2008, when 34% reported using online search 
engines for this purpose (see Figure 3). For the growing 
number of organizations that do not permit the use 
of social media websites for screening purposes, HR 
is responsible for communicating this policy to hiring 
managers.

HR professionals and recruiters must also look at 
their use of social media platforms as an opportunity 
to reach a wider and more diverse pool of potential 
hires instead of using them to focus on a narrower and 
narrower group of so-called “perfect” job matches. 
While social media can offer the “needle in a haystack” 
capabilities that make recruiting for some hard-to-fill 
jobs much easier, it is important that HR professionals 
build diversity strategies into their use of these networks 
so that they are leveraged to find and attract as broad 
and diverse a range of job applicants as possible.

The use of social media for recruiting will continue 
to expand and develop. HR professionals will need to 
continue to respond to developments in the availability 
and use of these offerings in a way that integrates them 
into a total company strategy for talent acquisition and 
management. This may mean developing formal or 
informal policies on the use of these technologies for 
recruiting in their organizations—the SHRM poll on 
social media and screening candidates found a small 
increase between 2008 and 2011 in the number of 
organizations that have developed such policies. 

Social media services have a broad appeal for 
businesses and recruiters alike because they offer 
a relatively low-cost and targeted way to find key 
candidates, locate passive job seekers and build a 
positive employer brand. HR professionals who use 
these platforms effectively will be able to connect to a 
constantly evolving pool of talented potential new hires.
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