
 
Face-based recruiting  
It’s time for businesses to embrace Web 2.0 and social networking 

systems in their drive to attract and retain valuable employees. 

By Scott Bury 
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Human resources professionals need to look at incorporating popular social 

networking websites like Facebook and MySpace in their recruiting and employee 

retention strategies.  

“Generation Y,” the 20-somethings now graduating from universities and the 

prime target for organizations looking to hire new talent, are spending a lot of time 

on “Web 2.0” applications such as blogs and social networking. It’s the 21st-

century communications medium of choice. Generation Y doesn’t just use social 

networking to hook up; they turn to the Web to search for information as well as 

for jobs, and use the new services like Facebook to communicate with friends, to 

extend their personal networks and to compare notes on potential employers—

among other things. 

“We use Facebook as part of our recruitment process.  Members of 

Generation Y are the most frequent users of this tool, and so we decided to start a 

sponsored page on Facebook. So far 13,000 members have joined our group, and 

we have had hundreds of entries on our wall,” explains Daniella Carcasole, 

national campus recruiting leader with accounting and consulting firm Ernst & 

Young in Toronto. “It’s a great opportunity for individuals to hear from their peer 

group about Ernst & Young—testimonials are big and very credible for Generation 

Y.”  

 “Employers are well advised to look for employees where the candidates 

are,” says Michael O’Connor Clarke, vice-president of Ottawa communications 

consultants Thornley Fallis. “If you’re looking for video game programmers, looking 

for possible candidates in gaming forums makes sense.” 

In a social marketing system like Facebook, a person interested in making 

connections with like-minded people can log on and create a profile. He or she 

lists some general vital statistics like home town, birthday and whether he or she is 

interested in meeting men or women. The individual can upload photos or videos 

to share and describe interests and hobbies in hopes of connecting with other 

people who have similar interests. Facebook members can also join or set up 

groups for sharing interests or discussing issues. There is a bulletin board 
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application, called the “wall,” where “friends” (see below) can post messages and 

photos. There are applications like games and job search agents, and space for 

advertising. 

Facebook adds a level of security: no one can see your profile unless they 

become your “friend.” They might find your name by searching for it, or through a 

group or interest. If they’re interested in finding out more about you, they can apply 

to become your “friend.” You receive a notice that this person is interested in 

becoming your friend, and you can accept or deny the request. If you accept—if 

you “friend” the person—each of you can see the other’s list of friends and can 

friend them, too. 

Everything in a Facebook system, and in other social networking systems, 

too, is based on profiles; advertisers can target market segments through profiles. 

When applying for jobs through Facebook, you upload your profile to the 

prospective employer. This gives the employer a richer portrait of the candidate 

than a resume—but it also gives the employer the potential of seeing all those 

vacation and party photos, too. 

 

While it’s difficult to find the accurate number of Facebook members, credible 

estimates place the total around 80 million worldwide. Nearly 2 million are 

members of the Toronto “network”—although this does not mean that they are 

necessarily Toronto residents. 

Facebook allows anyone to post want ads, as do other websites that allow 

people to post their own information for free, such as Craigslist.com or the 

business-oriented LinkedIn. “Facebook provides profiles of the people applying for 

jobs, and the employer can see a lot more information than is available in a 

resume,” says Stephen Lau, President of online marketing consulting firm Salient 

Marketing of Ottawa.  

Lau compares Facebook, for instance, to dedicated recruitment systems like 

Monster.ca or Workopolis.com. “You have to look at cost and reach. You can 

spend a lot of money on a job ad on Workopolis or Monster, or in a display ad in a 
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newspaper, but does it make a difference? How many people will see it? Facebook 

has over 250,000 members in Ottawa, alone. Plus, it’s free.” 

Another advantage of web-based candidate searches is the ability to focus—

job seekers can narrow their search down by keywords or regions, while firms 

looking for candidates can filter applications or post the job ad to appeal to a 

narrowly defined group. 

The dangers of social networking 

There are some risks in using something as open as a social networking site for 

recruiting: first, you have to post your own profile to the site before you can start 

communicating with others, and this applies to organizations as well as to 

individuals. Communicating requires opening your profile. “The risks are more 

apparent, but also more manageable,” says Clarke of Thornley-Fallis.  “But the risk 

is more on the job candidate than on the employer.” 

How valuable is the information found in a job candidate’s Facebook 

profile? At least as valuable as the resume, and as reliable. In fact, the Facebook 

site can, and often does, provide much more and much richer information than the 

typical resume—often more information than the individual might like. “Those who 

live a different life online and in the real world can get busted when they apply for 

a job,” Clarke says. “Or at work: someone who says they’re too busy at work to 

attend a meeting can be found out when their MySpace page shows three updates 

in that hour they couldn’t come to the meeting. The tools of social networking 

make this information discoverable.” 

But is it fair to base a hiring decision on the kind of partying a candidate 

likes to do? And is it appropriate to make decisions based on what is, after all, 

information about a candidate’s social, rather than professional life? “The 

applicants have to be careful about what they put on their web pages. It’s like 

making sure you go to the job interview in a nice suit,” says Lau.  

“How much influence a Facebook profile should have on a potential 

employer really depends on the nature of the job. For a waiter, it’s probably not 
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that relevant. But in a more senior position of trust, where the public personality of 

the job holder can have an impact on the whole corporation, it’s more important 

what kind of person the candidate is,” says Titterington. “Still, any employer that 

depends on that kind of information solely in disqualifying someone for a job 

would be pretty stupid.” 

Could an unsuccessful job candidate claim that he or she was turned down 

for a job because of something on their website, even go so far as to claim unfair 

discrimination on the employer’s part? 

“If a person puts information onto the Web, it’s public,” says Clarke. 

Employers are naturally going to find it, just as the candidate should be searching 

for information about the prospective employer. “That’s the kind of research 

anybody should be doing. 

“Being in possession of an extra bit of information isn’t discriminatory,” says 

Titterington. “Especially if that information has been posted into the public domain 

by the person in question.” 

“There is a risk if certain kinds of information, like a person’s race or sexual 

orientation, are apparent, but’s it’s important to remember that not every difference 

is a prohibited reason for discrimination,” explains Michael Torrance, an associate 

with Toronto law firm Ogilvy Renault. “Employers should look at candidates’ Web 

pages, but they should use the information with care. 

“Information in a Facebook profile is not really public,” he points out. “You 

have to join the system to see it, and the profile owner has to allow you to see the 

profile.” 

Employees and former employees can also use social networking to hurt 

their employer. Sites like JobVent.com and RateMyEmployer.ca, whose names are 

completely descriptive, allow employees or former employees to praise or criticize 

their employers. These remarks can persist and spread through the “viral” action of 

blogs and social networking websites.  
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An internal social networking system 

Ernst and Young is an example of a firm that has embraced social networking 

technology. In addition to maintaining a presence on Facebook for recruiting new 

talent, the company has developed a Facebook-like system open only to its own 

employees and E&Y “alumni”—former employees. 

“The E&Y Alumni Network allows us to build stronger relationships with 

alumni,” says Maha Zabaneh, alumni relations manager. 

The Alumni Network includes a Career Centre, which features ads for open 

positions, Firm News, Alumni News where alumni can post updates, and 

Publications for sharing interesting information. There is also a social networking 

tool called MyNetwork; of the 1,800 visitors to the E&Y Alumni Network between 

April and June of 2008, 25 percent used the MyNetwork tool to keep in touch with 

current and former colleagues. 

E&Y built the system carefully, with a number of features to safeguard 

members’ privacy. For one, it’s open only to current and former E&Y employees, 

and members can opt to communicate according to their preferences; they can join 

discussions, or be content to only receive online notices. No one can find anyone 

else’s information without the approval of that person—similar to Facebook. 

 “It’s a very effective way to attract exceptional talent,” says Zabaneh. “Ours 

is a ‘people-first’ culture. We are as big on relationships with alumni as we are with 

current staff, partly because alumni are a key source of new business by making 

referrals, and by referring recruits. Our alumni are our brand ambassadors. Also, 22 

percent of our hires at the manager level and above are rehires of alumni.” 

Using social networking 

Social networking can be a valuable tool to help businesses find potential 

candidates, learn more about them and maintain a network among employees, 

candidates and alumni. Employers need to be aware that not all of the information 
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that candidates put on their MySpace or Facebook pages is relevant to the job or 

even to decide whether the person is a “good fit” within the organization.  

The downside of social networking is that disgruntled employees or former 

employees can use the technology to spread their unhappiness, unfounded 

rumours and even sensitive, confidential information, literally around the world, 

and this can have a powerful impact on future recruitment efforts, as well as sales 

and profits. Employers can protect themselves by monitoring the Web and 

searching for references to their brands, and when necessary talking to Internet 

service providers or Website owners to ask for the removal of inappropriate 

content. “Talking to ISPs is very important, and often they will remove 

inappropriate content—but even if they do, that information may have been copied 

to another server somewhere,” says Titterington.  

“The best protection is to talk to your employees,” says Torrance. “Make 

certain that every employee knows the policies on the use of technology and the 

expectations of confidence and conduct, both within and outside the workplace—

and that applies to more than just the Internet.” 

 

 


