Social Media Trends with Silicon Valley Employers

The NOVA Workforce Board (NOVA) recognizes the hype and confusion surrounding social media and its potential for assisting unemployed job seekers in identifying opportunities and securing new positions. NOVA commissioned this research effort to understand the trends in how social media are being used in the recruiting and hiring process in Silicon Valley and which skills and fluencies these companies expect prospective employees to possess in order to be hired.

Overall, roughly half (52%) of firms use social media for either external communication, evaluating new job candidates, finding and recruiting new job candidates, or internal communication. Specifically regarding recruitment and screening of candidates, the relatively low use of social media (26% and 27% respectively) by firms in the region may suggest that regional workforce boards should invest their training dollars in core-skills training and re-education that can be supplemented by some social media seminars. 
Should NOVA or other regional workforce boards wish to provide social media training, our research suggests the following recommendations:

Recommendations to Job Seekers

Recommendation 1: Develop a Social Media Strategy, Particularly for Searches with Large Firms, Growing Firms, and Technology Firms

Our results indicate that job seekers targeting large firms (>100 employees), growing firms, or technology firms would particularly benefit from a social media presence. However, it is important to note that some of the most passionate users of and evangelists for social media may conceivably be in any size or sector, and only by having an appropriate presence can a job seeker capitalize on all opportunities.

Recommendation 2: Do Not Rely on Social Media Exclusively

Outside of very rare occurrences, candidates will not be hired because they have social media skills alone. A prospective job seeker’s education and experience are just as important today as they were before social media existed, and highlighting the “meat” of a resume is critical. Rolling up one’s sleeves and searching for opportunities is still the most likely way to find openings. 

Recommendation 3: Build Networks, Online and Otherwise

By far the most prevalent method of external recruiting among employers is word-of-mouth, referrals, and networking. Job seekers should focus on cultivating both their offline and online networks to find opportunities regardless of sector or size, and bring social media technology to bear in helping them do this more effectively. In many ways, social media tools are just ways to more efficiently tap the networks one already has.

Job Search: Social Media for Evaluation

Recommendation 1: Develop an Online Profile, but do so with Caution

There is likely no downside to having an online presence on social and professional networking sites, assuming the job seeker maintains a professional appearance and demeanor and avoids posting offensive or inappropriate content. The converse is not true, as a lack of a social media presence could preclude a candidate from being discovered, screened, or hired if targeting one of the early adopter companies that uses social media extensively. 

Recommendation 2: Share Profile Data Wisely and Stay Professional Online

Our results indicate that social media tools are used about as frequently for evaluating candidates as they are for recruiting them (27% vs. 26%). The top factors in making an individual more attractive to hire read like a checklist for evaluating a paper resume, including how well the profile is written, the candidate’s experience, associations, references, and skills. 

Recommendation 3: Create and Maintain a LinkedIn Profile

For those firms that use social media for recruiting, 74 percent indicated that they used LinkedIn. Properly creating a LinkedIn profile may take an hour or two, and thanks to options to link one’s profile to popular email tools, in one click a job seeker can send emails to matched addresses to add them as connections in the tool, thus building a professional, online network. At the very least, job seekers should consider creating a profile on LinkedIn, but would also benefit from fully leveraging the tool by exploring their networks for job opportunities and introductions to hiring managers for open positions through their connections.
Conclusions
Social media are gaining a foothold in Silicon Valley and are growing in importance but, like many new technologies, have not yet had the transformational effect predicted or already assigned by bloggers and social media evangelists. Our results seem to indicate that larger firms and technology companies have been the first to embrace social media’s potential, with uptake falling off in other sectors and as company size decreases. The 21 to 29 percent response that use of social media will increase in the future indicates that this is indeed an area to watch and suggests that this survey, if conducted again one to two years from now, may reveal drastically different results. In interpreting these results, it is informative to remember that there was a time when the majority of companies were hesitant to embrace email inside their organizations due to a questionable return on investment! 

It is safe to say that every job seeker could benefit from having a LinkedIn profile and an associated professional network, which in effect digitizes the traditional resume and provides multiple channels to both be discovered and actively seek employment opportunities through trusted connections. Appearance, conduct, and professionalism are even more important online than they were in the paper world, with firms using these same beneficial tools to vet candidates during hiring evaluations.

Core skills are still the most important aspects of any resume, and social media should be viewed as free mechanisms for highlighting those skills and getting visibility in the eyes of employers. It is possible that for large and technology firms, having advanced experience with social media may be a differentiator in hiring decisions in cases where core skills may be equal.

Perhaps more than anything else, our results indicate that there appears to be no downside to developing social media skills and crafting, carefully maintaining, and using tools such as LinkedIn and Facebook to interact online and identify employment opportunities. The upside, while variable across sectors and company sizes, in many cases can be huge and in all cases appears likely to grow.
