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Social media participation is fast becoming an essential tool in business, but 
as its proliferation becomes ever more evident, can HR players keep up with 
this ever-expanding trend? Lorna Davies spoke to experts from Capgemini, 
Deloitte and Yackstar to find out whether HR is ready to leave behind its 
conventional cocoon and spread its social media wings. 

A recent survey by Nielsen Wire showed that 
Americans spent nearly a quarter of their 
time online on social networking sites and 
blogs in 2010, up from 15.8 percent just a 
year earlier – a 43 percent increase. !is is 

surely a case in point that businesses should – as many al-
ready are – utilize this potential audience. Although social 
media is being used by most organizations to enhance their 
brand (according to Econsultancy more than 700,000 local 
businesses have active Facebook pages), far fewer use it for 
their human resourcing purposes. 

Ellison Bloom"eld, an HR professional and leadership 
development consultant at Deloitte, agrees that HR is o#en 
thought of as a more customary part of the business, more 
likely to practise and embrace the tried-and-tested rather 
than push the boundaries of technological or populist de-
velopment. “HR is generally quite traditional, and I know 
there has been a lot of fear around people using social 
media to say negative things about their company or col-
leagues,” says Bloom"eld. “But fear of things being said 
shouldn’t be a reason to ignore what is a great resource.” 

One argument rife amid the HR/social media discus-
sion is that of internal versus external social media. Many 

organizatons, such as Zions Bank (as discussed elsewhere 
in this issue of HRM), choose to keep their HR operations 
on a more ‘professional’ level, using only internal social 
media resources to keep the company wheels oiled. Rick 
Mans, a social media strategist and social media lead at 
Capgemini, believes starting internally and then branch-
ing out to external methods is a good way for businesses to 
dip their debut toes into the e$ervescent social media pool.  

“I think it’s wise to start "rst internally to discover 
what the impact is in your organization, and then from 
there to start external activities because currently custom-
ers expect companies to be online,” Mans explains. “!at’s 
not only in b2c, but also more b2b decision-makers are 
using social media to come to a decision.” 

!ere is no doubt that using social media for HR pro-
cesses is in its infancy. Traditional HR processes are soulless, 
where social tools are frequent, in real-time and connected 
to people, !e question is, can HR leaders harness the social 
media movement and enable the type of revolutionary cul-
ture change that will transform organizations?

!e Masons are two brothers who have realized the po-
tential of social media in enabling successful HR on an in-
ternal basis. As the founders of Yackstar, the Masons have 
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launched an internal social network that allows employees 
and managers to e$ectively engage and interact, making 
communication within a company more stimulating than 
the old email system, yet more productive than browsing 
through Facebook pictures. It was the fascination with 
keeping employees engaged and motivated that inspired 
Grant and Craig Mason to start up the site. 

“It is clear that so many companies today fail to tap into 
the true potential of their workforce,” says Grant Mason. 
“Talent lays untapped, people feel under-appreciated and 
under-utilized and great ideas lay undiscovered.”

!e Corporate Leadership Council, a renowned re-
search consultancy from Washington, conducted a study 
to determine what the factors are that motivate and drive 
team performance in the workplace. !ey conducted in-
depth interviews with 19,000 employees of many of the 
world's top companies, focusing on the question: ‘What 
matters most to performance?’ Mason describes the results 
as enlightening. 

“Informal feedback was top of the list. In fact eight of 
the ten top factors related speci"cally to feedback, encour-
agement and interaction with leaders. A recent McKinsey 
survey also found that the key motivators for people are 
praise from immediate managers and one-on-one con-
versations with leaders. But the question remained: what 
kind of tools or systems could help companies bridge the 
performance gap, when the motivators were o#en so# and 
intangible?” 

!e popularity and widespread use of social media 
answered the Masons’ question for them. Sites such as 
Facebook and LinkedIn o#en spark discussions and idea 
sharing conversations. “Imagine if we could harness all the 
positive elements of a social network for business purposes, 
without all the time-wasting distractions?,” asked the 
Masons, and so they founded Yackstar. 

Internal innovation
“Companies are now starting to see the bene"ts of 

using internal social media tools such as Yammer and 
Yackstar, which enable people to network, to solve prob-
lems and can o#en lead to higher levels of engagement,” 
Bloom"eld explains. 

Accounting giant Deloitte plans to hire 250,000 sta$ 
over the next "ve years as it seeks to pro"t from rising 
global demand for regulatory scrutiny and risk manage-
ment. Approximately 40,000 people will be hired globally 
this year, said Deloitte chief executive Jim Quigley. Allow-
ing for natural sta$ turnover and retirees, Deloitte will see 
its sta$ roster jump to 250,000 by 2015, from 170,000 at 
present. Bloom"eld attributes much of the sta$ turnover 
success to internal social media such as Yammer. “At 
Deloitte there is virtually zero percent sta$ turnover of 
those that are frequent users of Yammer,” she con"rms.  
Yammer, a similar network to Yackstar, is used by Cargill, 
Molsen Coors, Nationwide, AMD and Chevron, as well as 
Deloitte. It is internal networks like this that encourage 
collaboration and communication whilst maintaining a 
strategic nature and connecting remote workers. 

External social media such as Facebook and Twit-
ter are o#en used by businesses to enhance the company 
brand. But can these most social of mediums help enhance 
a corporate culture? “It [social media] creates a certain 
sense of belonging and can enforce your brand or your cul-
ture,” Mans enthuses. “It can be a really great tool since it’s 
not a traditional top-down method and, if executed well, it 
can really strengthen the culture and the brand, and also 
help retention.” 

In terms of HR, internal methods are better for col-
laboration, communication and keeping a strategic busi-
ness angle in mind. But there are de"nite positives for 
public social media, especially when it comes to recruit-
ment. Social media screening is o#en both a useful tool 
and a method that causes some concern when it comes 
to professionalism and security. Facebook now has more 
than 500 million users and there are more than 50 million 
tweets posted each day. Social media has taken the world 
by storm, and in the employment arena, it’s now a critical 
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sourcing tool for jobseekers and recruiters alike. 
But when jobseekers post information about them-

selves on sites, will employers review it? LinkedIn, Twit-
ter and Facebook are all frequently used by companies in 
the sourcing process to "nd the best candidates, and by 
jobseekers to expand their network and be accessible to 
recruiters. However, the slippery slope begins when hiring 
professionals are tempted to not only use social media for 
sourcing, but also for screening, and how to use the infor-
mation properly is a question that crosses on to shaky and 
unde"ned legal and ethical grounds. 

Some companies are now o$ering social media screen-
ing as a service, but there are important legal and EEOC-
related pitfalls that must be considered before companies 
conduct these screenings. And while social media-based 
screening is still a rather limited process, it’s likely to grow 
over time, and individuals need to be careful about how 
they are portrayed online. 

“I do have concerns about people’s personal lives and 
what they do outside of the o%ce becoming part of a recruit-
ment process or reasons for disciplinary action,” says Bloom-
"eld. “It raises the question as to whether there is a statute of 
limitations on what can be used as evidence against some-
one. Is a photo or a comment posted "ve years ago going to be 
relevant to a hiring decision in the present day?” 

Bloom"eld raises the question that o#en keeps em-
ployers away from public social media. Mans, however, 
says it is about educating both the employee and employer 
on their limitations. “Security can be an issue, and what’s 
most important to prevent bad things from happening is 
education. Educate your employees and even your cus-
tomers about what they can and cannot do online: not by 
policing them, but really by helping them preventing get-
ting hurt,” Mans explains. Bloom"eld echoes this view in 
other ways. “!ere are also other bene"ts to organizations 
who trust their employees to use social media, using the 
example of Deloitte again, the policy essentially boils down 
to one sentence: ‘what would your Mum say?’

“Employees are trusted to treat the company with re-
spect and are given accountability for what they say and 
do online. !e end result of this is that people don’t feel 
as if the company is watching over their shoulder and that 
they are valued as individuals. Deloitte actively encourages 
people to blog, to share their stories and to network with 
individuals and potential clients through social media.”

So what about checking out a prospective employee’s 
online presence? “I think it’s a good thing in general as long 
as the people who are screening don’t focus on that one pic-
ture on Facebook where the potential new hire is drinking 
a big glass of beer because, well, if that’s problematic to you, 
you probably won’t hire anybody under 30,” Mans admits. 

“Everybody has such a picture in his or her pro"le. I 
think it’s more important to get a 360-degree view of the 
person. What’s he/she saying on their resume? What is the 
external line and, maybe, more importantly: what are their 
friends saying about them? !is provides you with extra 
input in the decision-making process.” !is is especially 
true of candidates who claim to be social media whiz kids 

or who are going for a role where this will play a big part 
in their duties. “Every now and then I get people who say: 
‘I’m really great in social media. !at’s my job.’ But you try 
to Google them and you can’t "nd them. Well, something 
is wrong. I think that’s really important for most people 
to build a personal brand and to make themselves "ndable 
online,” says Mans. 

Employment competition
To say the employment market is di%cult right now 

would be putting it mildly. Although the U.S. unemploy-
ment rate fell by 0.4 percentage point to 9.0 percent in 
January, new jobs are still di%cult to come by. Economists 
had expected at least 146,000 new jobs created at the begin-
ning of 2011, so the numbers reported at the beginning of 
February by the U.S. Department of Labor painted a mixed 
picture of the economy, which has struggled for more than 
two years. In this climate jobseekers need to, more than 
ever, utilize and harness the tools around them to strength-
en their personal brand. What advice can Rick Mans give 
to those seeking employment at this di%cult time? 

“What I think is most important is to be aware that 
everything you put online is public. You might "nd that 
it’s not private because, for example, Facebook every now 
and then changes its privacy settings and suddenly content 
becomes public. So, think of everything that you publish 
online – even though it’s in a private environment – is being 
made public, where your potential employer is also present. 
So, if that’s LinkedIn, make sure you have a presence on 
LinkedIn. For example, in the Netherlands, Facebook isn’t 
the biggest network, it’s Hyves. So you have to decide where 
your presence is depending on what kind of company it is. 
Most important is to be sure that you portray a consistent 
image of yourself over all those di$erent channels.”

!e change in direction of the U.S. economy associ-
ated with the recession o$ers an opportunity to rethink 
where many aspects of business are headed. Perhaps no 
functional area has gone through more turmoil than 
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human resources. From hiring and retention frenzies in 
the late 1990s to downsizing a#er 2001 back to hiring and 
retention issues combined with an intense focus on metrics 
and performance followed again by sharp downsizing in 
2009-10, it’s been tumultuous. 

!e downturn has resulted in an in&ux of tra%c into the 
job market, but also forced HR departments to think more 
strategically. “I think social media can really help at reduc-
ing costs,” says Mans. “For one project we did we achieved 
an email reduction of around 90 percent. We put a system 
in place where people could collaborate ideas on a document 
and everyone could see the changes, rather than going back 
and trying to "nd the original email.” Incentives such as this 
reduce time and cut costs – two valuable commodities today. 

Ad hominem
!e lack of personal interaction is o#en what puts HR 

leaders o$ fully embracing and implementing social media 
tools. “I think for some products human interaction will 

always be required,” says Mans. “I o#en conduct guest 
lectures in the Netherlands. Most customers said when 
asked that they’d rather see somebody in a suit with a tie in 
a building when say, going for a mortgage. !at’s what they 
prefer.” For this side of business it is understandable cus-
tomers would want face-to-face interaction. But for issues 
such as "nding out where has the best cell phone reception 
in your area, this could be done online. 

!ese initiatives – moving to a more digital customer re-
lationship – will, in turn, impact HR. “I think human inter-
action will always be there for some issues. But social media 
will probably be better and faster, and for most companies, 
also a cheaper channel,” predicts Mans. It is also important 
to remember that, despite having a more robotic reputation, 
social media is just that – social. It provides a platform upon 
which clients and industry leaders can interact. !is could 
be the ‘humanizing’ factor for HR. “I think that social media 
can be used as a way to ‘humanize’ HR; we’re o#en in the 
background of the business, and o#en only thought of as 
those that do the ‘dirty jobs’…it can o#en be forgotten that 
HR are people too!” says Bloom"eld. 

So what is in store for the blossoming relationship HR 
has with social media?

“What we will need to start to see more of is our na-
tional HR associations using social media to engage cur-
rent and potential members,” says Bloom"eld. “!ere have 
been a couple of instances where this has been done quite 
badly and has alienated members. However, if the associa-
tions want to be able to encourage people to start careers 
in HR and to feel that their association understands them, 
they will need to start doing this more e$ectively.” 

For Mans, future trends are intertwined with cost 
reduction and employee retention. “Good employees are 
scarce, and there is a lot of social media e$ort regarding 
unity, creating a sense of belonging, but also making sure 
that while people can share their knowledge, they can de-
velop themselves, but also boost community too. If there 
are fewer e-mails and fewer meetings, it will save time and 
so save money.” 

Both internally and externally, ideation and co-cre-
ation are becoming crucial components of HR operations. 
“So, internal communication and collaboration are impor-
tant, but so are your customers in creating your next prod-
uct or improving your next product,” says Mans. “It’s about 
asking: what do people say about us in the outside world, 
and how can we help people outside our formal customer 
service perspective or from brand or reputation manage-
ment perspective?  !ose are the big trends I see now.”

HR managers need to stay ahead and abreast of the 
ever-expanding social media networks. By harnessing the 
tools internally, businesses can provide a new innovative 
platform for collaboration and communication whilst 
maintaining a professional, security aware operation. By 
using external sources HR operations can source talent 
from a wider "eld and seek out an all-round view of pos-
sible employees. With the social media trend showing no 
signs of slowing down, HR leaders need to spread their 
wings if they wish to keep up.  !
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