
Recruitment has often been described as a sales 
business. There has been many occasions where I have 
trained and spoken on the same subject, extolling the 
virtues of putting sales at the front and centre of your 
recruiting business - this has been true for a long time, 
but the world has changed. As recruiters, it is easy to 
think that it is business as usual. Things are looking up for 
most businesses, revenue is up, jobs are up, placements 
are up and there are more contractors out than there 
have been over the last few years. If it’s not broke don’t 
fix it, right? Except it could break easily. We don’t have 
to look very far to find other industries that felt the same 
way, like the music industry, high street retail, film and 

television, the list goes on. Companies who carried on 
as if it was business as usual, ignoring the new ways of 
buying, the new services on offer, and the way that people 
make business decisions. Why should we consider that 
recruitment is any different?

The good news is that recruitment firms have what they 
need at their fingertips to bring about change, it just takes 
a bit of thought to consider how things could change. In 
this paper we will consider how recruiters can move from 
being a sales / placement business, and transition to 
being a data business, because in the new economy data 
is gold.
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What is big data?

We hear a lot of talk of big data, and using it to make 
the right business decisions. In the old days before the 
internet, getting data was quite simple. If you wanted 
information from someone, (and data can be best defined 
as information), we had to ask for it and it had to be 
submitted. The only way you could profile a potential 
candidate was to find them via advertising, headhunting 
or referral and ask them to submit a CV or come in for an 
interview and fill out a form. That information was private, 
and secure between you and the candidate, and was 
only accessible to anyone they chose to give access to. 
People were largely private, and profiling them took a long 
time, and was rarely complete. 

Compare this to the digital age. Any interaction or entry 
with the web leaves a footprint. Social sites like LinkedIn, 
Facebook, Google+, StackOverflow or Github all hold 
profiles of people, their work histories and who they are 
connected with. It is estimated that 90% of the world’s 
data has been created in the last 2 years and it keeps 
doubling each year. 

Big data is just that, all the data accessible to you both 
private, in your own database, and public data on the 
web on sites like LinkedIn or Facebook form the big data 
that can be used to influence and shape your business. 
Where recruitment businesses in the past were valued on 
the data they held in their database, much of this is now 
worthless because it is publicly available, the real value of 
the business is how it is used and applied in the business.

This is the real challenge facing recruiters. The biggest 
challenge we face in capitalising on the data opportunity is 
the sheer volume available, understanding what questions 
to ask, and how to find the answers. The company that 
learns to use the data to its best advantage, will be the 
one who finds the most success and value over the 
coming years.

Structured data

Since you invested in your first database you have been 
collecting structured data. The average recruitment 
business has been storing structured data for as long as 
they have been in business. An organisation with 100,000 
candidate records stored has all the data they need 
to properly understand their market. Let’s say that the 
average number of jobs per CV is 4 – this means there 
are records of 400,000 individual jobs, the job titles, salary 
levels, length of service, duties and more. If we ignore 
the fact that these are documents meant for the purpose 
of getting interviews, and consider this information 
collectively, it is easy to see how this can be used for 
making strategic decisions from recruiter to board level.

Let’s consider some of the information we can easily 
extract from a standard recruitment database based on 
candidate records:

• Companies and the people they employ.
• Skills used by companies.
• A talent map of who is employed where.
• The average length of service by job role.
• Salary levels and benefits per role.
•  The most likely company to hire a candidate based 

on skills/experience match.
•  Organisational charts and reporting structure 

by company.
• University alumni by employer.
• Average education by employer and job type.
• Technologies used by companies.

These are 10 examples of what can be extracted from 
candidate records in your database. Consider the 
questions you can ask of your data, from candidates, 
to clients, to jobs and the value of those answers, and 
you have been collecting this data in a structured way 
for years, when you look beyond a CV and a job as only 
having a value in the placement process. The key here 
is thinking information retrieval rather than information 
storage, converting your database in to an active CRM 
(Customer Relationship Manager). The beauty of this data 
is that it is stored in a structured way, making it so much 
easier to dissect.
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Unstructured data

There are 277,000 Tweets every minute, Google 
processes over 2 million search queries every minute, 
72 hours of new video are uploaded to YouTube every 
minute, More than 100 million emails are sent every 
minute, Facebook processes 350 GB of data every 
minute and 571 new websites are created every minute. 
By the time this paper is published, the numbers will no 
doubt be out of date, such is the speed of growth of 
data creation. Social media and other external data are 
termed unstructured data because they are indexed in 
an unstructured way, as opposed to the data in your own 
database. We can consider this to be digital footprints. 
These are clues to a person who may be a client, a 
candidate, an influencer or the answer to a question, 
which mean little in isolation but when combined, provide 
an answer to a question that will help you to make better, 
fact based decisions.

Working with a team of talent sourcers from a global 
organisation, we needed to figure out the best way to find 
and approach developers from a particular organisation. 
As with any data challenge of this type, we started with 
the questions:

•  Who are the people who could do this job? Who has 
the skills? What does our audience look like? 

• What are the social media channels they hang out in?
• What are the common areas they are interested in?
• What is the best way to reach our target audience?
• What should the message be to generate interest?
• What is the best call to action to connect them with us?

The benefit with any hiring project like this is that you 
have a starting point because you will already have 
people in your database that match the audience you 
are looking for. You might note that at this stage we 
are talking “people” and “audience.” This is a different 
type of thinking for many recruiters because we are 
not yet talking “candidates” or “applicants”. Whilst this 
might sound like semantics, it is important to work with 
common definitions when determining strategy. For clarity, 
the definitions I use in this are:

•  People - Anyone who has not been qualified in to a 
category.

•  Audience - the people we are trying to reach with a 
message and a call to action. The call to action could be 
as simple as getting an e-mail opened or InMail opened, 
or to look at another part of the web, such as a job or 
piece of content. We want them to take action.

• Candidate - The people who take the call to action.
•  Applicant - Candidates who have been qualified against 

a job, have expressed interest and have  
been submitted.

In this example we used structured data from the 
database to identify historical candidates, including 
placements and people currently doing the job, to 
answer the first set of questions and understand what 
channels would be the best place to start looking. The 
beauty of social media data is that every tweet, like, 
comment or interaction leaves a digital footprint, and a 
digital footprint is a clue to identity and personality which 
can be searched and combined to form a profile of a 
person. Whilst this might sound a bit like rocket science 
in the recruiting world, it is a practice marketers have 
been perfecting and developing over a number of years, 
using data mining tools to identify consumers, potential 
consumers and their behaviors. In the data age recruiters 
need to think in this way to make the most of the data 
opportunity and stay relevant.
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In this case we were able to identify by analysing the 
social feeds of the audience we knew (our existing 
qualified data) that the best place to look for people 
to form audience was Twitter by finding the words or 
phrases that one potential candidate would share with 
another, that would identify them as having specific 
skills. We refer to these as geek words or phrases. The 
unique words or phrases people share that identify 
their interest or occupation. The other benefit of mining 
Twitter data is that 90% of Tweets are posted from a 
mobile device and as such contain a specific location 
(Only about 5% of Twitter users turn off this feature). As 
such, it is possible to search for the geek words tweeted 
from a specific postcode, taking the postcodes from 
the specific locations of employers that we know would 
form the target audience. People identified can then 
be grouped together, in the case of Twitter in a list, to 
search for trends, or similarities between one person and 
another, the most common being the best way to make 
an approach. In this case we were looking for common 
topics or events, and identified coffee and Starbucks as 
the most common event that connected these people.

Having a topic and a brand that connects people makes 
it possible to make data searches more specific, using 
check-ins on Foursquare and Facebook, and locations 
of Tweets to identify when and which Starbucks they 
commonly went to (check-ins and Tweets are time 
stamped.) What we are illustrating here is that each data 
dive reveals more and more specific information about 
the target audience, to the point where you can check 
channels like Instagram to see pictures of the coffee 
ordered. Whilst this might sound or feel intrusive, it is 
important to remember that social data is for the most 
part public data, posted freely for the world to see. The 
key to understanding the person you are trying to reach 
is to understand how the data is used. In a world where 
more messages are delivered at a greater rate than 
ever before the importance of relevance in messaging 
to the individual (rather than the many) can never be 
underestimated and using data in the right way leads 
to relevance.

The outcome of this exercise was 40 hires. This was 
achieved by placing an ad on the bus stop outside the 
Starbucks where we knew our target audience most 
often frequented. Rather than post the stock “We are 
hiring” ad we featured a picture of coffee (from Instagram) 
inviting them to come in for a coffee and a chat. I love this 
story because it illustrates how you can use unstructured 
social data to identify, understand and approach potential 
applicants by identifying their behaviors, likes and habits 
from data.

The other benefit of using unstructured social data is that 
it is real time. If we compare this to the practice of CV 
submission the data is out of date from the moment it is 
submitted. Data tools such as OpenWeb, TheSocialCV 
and Talentbin have filled this gap by creating real time 
search in over 125 channels, combining data points to 
present a real time profile of the latest activity in to a single 
up to date profile that is searchable and replaces the CV. 
The same technology can be used to refresh structured 
data from your database, keeping CVs current and live 
for a lifetime. One interesting development in this area 
is that the leading products of this type, TheSocialCV 
and TalentBin, have been acquired by job boards with 
significant CV databases. TheSocialCV has already 
been integrated in to Dice.Com and The IT Jobboard, 
and there are plans to integrate TalentBin with their 
new owners Monster. Other tools of this type include 
Entello, Gild, SwoopHire and 3Hire. The combination of 
combining structured and unstructured data presents 
real opportunities for keeping data live, current and 
comprehensive, which will change the way recruiters 
search and engage with candidates.
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Predictive Analytics

By tracking data it’s possible to identify patterns and 
similarities between patterns of behavior in order to 
predict outcomes. A good example of this is to analyse 
the candidates placed with a company to identify the 
patterns of people they hire. This could be background, 
skills and culture fit (using a tool like EI Talent).  

Another example of this is looking at the on-line behaviors 
of people when they move from passive to active status, 
such as how they change their LinkedIn profile, how they 
connect, pages they like etc. tracking this data against 
the candidates in your database to identify the point 
when they will be most receptive to talking about new 
opportunities. The key here is taking an identified data set, 
such as new candidates, and searching for the similarities. 
You can apply the same thinking to a wide range of areas 
such as a candidates likelihood to accept a counteroffer, 
choose one job over another, the length of time they are 
likely to want to stay in a particular role, the organisations 
one particular company are likely to hire from etc. Using 
predictive analytics and asking the right questions of the 
data you have creates time for recruiters by taking out 
the guess work and increasing the probability of making 
placements. Whilst recruiting will always be a human 
business requiring human interaction, taking a data 
approach leads to consistency in decision making.

Personalised Engagement

In amongst the noise, the biggest challenge recruiters 
face is being heard by people who may not be ready 
to listen. The explosion of smartphone adoption means 
that messages, even e-mails, are received by people 
on the move and they choose in a matter of seconds. 
Engagement and messaging needs to be personal from 
headline to message. Structured and unstructured data 
enables recruiters to understand the best time and place 
to communicate and the best way to communicate with 
the individual rather than the masses. The data profile will 
give you the complete picture of the person you want to 
reach and how the message should be structured to get a 
response to your call to action.

Conclusion

To be conclusive about the potential offered by taking 
a data approach to recruiting would take several books 
this paper is intended to give you a taste as to what is 
possible. In your database alone you probably have all 
candidates and applicants you are ever going to need. 
You can identify the types of roles you are most likely to 
fill and this should dictate the types of roles you should 
be working on. The data contained within your CVs will 
enable you to find the companies and decision makers 
you need to target and the unstructured social data will 
assist you in making the best approach and help clients 
understand what job specs need to look like in order to 
hire. A data approach brings consistency and efficiency 
based on fact. We have the tools available to adopt 
this approach and should start rethinking all roles within 
recruitment. Bill
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www.twitter.com/ColleagueRS 

Follow us online

www.facebook.com/ColleagueSoftware 

www.linkedin.com/company/colleague-software

https://plus.google.com/+ColleagueEu/posts 

www.youtube.com/ColleagueSoftware

Colleague gives specialist recruiters an all-in-one system 
for managing the entire recruitment process – providing 
managers and consultants with the intelligence, integration, 
automation and workflow they need to do their job 
effectively and efficiently.
 
Like you, we’re driven by customer partnerships built on 
experience, knowledge and trust. For almost twenty years 
our customers have shaped and honed the technology 
they expect from us. Today Colleague is used by hundreds 
of specialist recruitment businesses who value software 
that is adaptable, efficient, relevant and easy to use.
 
We operate with an attitude of flexibility, integrity and 
openness. Colleague can be licensed on a perpetual, 
rental or mixed basis and hosted remotely or on premise, 
our software can be customised according to the way you 
work, and our people will go above and beyond to give 
you the support you expect.
 

Experience, flexibility and our close relationships with 
recruitment leaders means we’re thinking ahead when 
it comes to understanding your needs. We immerse 
ourselves in the industry and encourage our people to 
think originally and never stop learning. Most importantly 
we build close relationships with our clients – allowing 
us to offer constantly evolving technology that gives 
recruiters the edge.
 
Products and support you’ve made; knowledgeable, 
open, trustworthy, reliable and indispensable. It’s what 
we all want from a partnership, isn’t it? 
 
So, come and talk to us about our all-in-one platform 
for specialist recruitment businesses.
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