Companies Lean Heavily On Employee Referrals 
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By Jessica Mintz 

From The Wall Street Journal Online 
Conventional wisdom still holds true: It's all about who you know.

Big companies increasingly turn to their employees to find candidates for job openings, according to a study of 40 large companies' 2004 hiring practices from CareerXroads, a recruiting-strategy consulting firm in Kendall Park, N.J. Employee referrals accounted for a third of new outside hires, says the study. The Internet came in a close second, with most successful candidates applying through the companies' own Web sites. Hiring was up 10% last year over 2003, and 62% of positions were filled by external candidates.

Employee referrals increased to 32% last year from 23% in 2001, according to the study. One reason is that the same Internet boards that give job seekers tools to apply for positions have left recruiters swimming in hundreds of résumés for each opening. In large companies, résumés are stored in databases, and recruiters use keywords and other technology to narrow down candidates before they begin reading. In that sea of names, résumés with employee referrals get more attention, says Mark Mehler, a co-founder of CareerXroads.

At Sprint Corp., employee referrals are crucial, says Scott Biggerstaff, the company's manager of sourcing strategies. Three years ago, only 8% of the Overland Park, Kan., company's hires were attributed to employee referrals; in 2004, that number was 34%, says Mr. Biggerstaff. Sprint hired 13,000 people in 2004; in the past two years, it has put 1.4 million résumés into its database.

Job seekers should recognize the growing importance of social networking, say Mr. Mehler and his co-founder, Gerry Crispin. Finding someone inside the company who will walk your résumé into the recruiter or hiring manager's hands, or submit your name to an employee-referral database, can increase by 70 times the likelihood of being interviewed and hired, says Mr. Crispin. He and Mr. Mehler suggest using online alumni databases, joining professional organizations or using social-networking sites such as Linkedin.com to find an employee with a shared affiliation and then seek his or her help.

Large companies got the next-biggest share of new hires from the Internet -- 30%, according to the survey. Of that number, more than half came to the companies through their corporate job sites. Big job boards like Monster Worldwide Inc.'s Monster.com and CareerBuilder.com, which is owned by Gannett Co., Tribune Co. and Knight Ridder Inc., drove about 8% each.

At Aramark Corp., a 242,000-employee company that manages food and facility services around the world, recruiters use Web tools to manage job openings and applications. On the Aramark Web site, for instance, job seekers must go through a questionnaire, which narrows the number of résumés recruiters read.

"CareerBuilder and Monster came out of the gates doing very well as [one of our top] sources of hire. What's happened over time, the databases are so full, people are getting lost. Hires are decreasing" from those sites, says Jennifer Tracy, the director of staffing and college relations for Aramark. Instead, the Philadelphia company is turning to partnerships with organizations such as the Thurgood Marshall Scholarship Fund to find diverse candidates, or to niche job boards to seek out people with particular skills and backgrounds.

This year, CareerXroads asked companies to spell out their "other" sources of hire, which accounted for 15% on the survey. Companies most frequently mentioned converting temporary or contract workers to full-time employees, accounting for about a third of the "other" category. Mr. Crispin advises job searchers to "find out who is managing the part-time work force ... and try to get projects or assignments. ... That increases the chance of knowing when a full-time job is available and puts you in a better position to bid on it," he says.

