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chapter 9

Recruitment and Selection
Ray French and  Sal ly  Rumbles

overview

In this chapter we examine the important role of recruitment and selection 
within the process of leading, managing and developing people. Recruitment and 
selection is pivotal in this regard in certain important respects. At the most basic 
level our focus in this book is on people management within the employment 
relationship. Those charged with recruiting people to posts in work organisations 
take a crucial ‘gatekeeper’ role; only those people selected for employment can be 
led, managed and developed. So in the most fundamental sense the decision to 
employ (or not) underpins the whole area of managing people. Issues associated 
with exclusion from the workplace also highlight the need for professionalism, 
fairness and ethical behaviour on the part of those engaged in this activity.

Recruitment and selection also has an important role to play in ensuring worker 
performance and positive organisational outcomes. It is often claimed that 
selection of workers occurs not just to replace departing employees or add to a 
workforce but rather aims to put in place workers who can perform at a high 
level and demonstrate commitment (Ballantyne, 2009). We will elaborate on the 
sometimes complex linkages between recruitment and selection and performance 
later in this chapter.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

 comprehend the potential importance of recruitment and selection in successful people 
management and leadership

 identify aspects of recruitment and selection which are needed to avoid critical failure factors

 understand recruitment and selection policies and procedures which are said to be asociated 
with high performance, commitment and successful organisational outcomes

 evaluate selection methods according to criteria of professionalism including reliability, validity 
and fairness 

 appreciate the links between recruitment and selection and other activites which integrate 
workers within an organisation and ensure their longer-term successful working.

●

●
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Recruitment and selection is characterised finally by potential difficulties and it is 
necessary to keep abreast of developments in research in the field. Research from 
the CIPD (2009a), for example, concluded that organisations should increasingly 
be inclusive in their employment offering as younger generations have grown up 
with the notion of flexible working, while older people have an interest in flexible 
working as an alternative to retirement. This is just one example of how current 
research can inform practice and also shows the critical importance of the social 
context in which recruitment and selection takes place.

introduction 

Recruitment and selection forms a core part of the central activities underlying 
human resource management: namely, the aquisition, development and reward 
of workers. It frequently forms an important part of the work of human resource 
managers – or designated specialists within work organisations. However, and 
importantly, recruitment and selection decisions are often for good reason taken 
by non-specialists, by the line managers. There is, therefore, an important sense 
in which it is the responsibility of all managers, and where human resource 
departments exist, it may be that HR managers play more of a supporting 
advisory role to those people who will supervise or in other ways work with the 
new employee.

As Mullins (2010, p 485) notes: ‘If the HRM function is to remain effective, there 
must be consistently good levels of teamwork, plus ongoing co-operation and 
consultation between line managers and the HR manager.’ This is most definitely 
the case in recruitment and selection as specialist HR managers (or even external 
consultants) can be an important repository of up-to-date knowledge and skills, 
for example on the important legal dimensions of this area. 

Recruitment and selection is often presented as a planned rational activity, 
comprising certain sequentially-linked phases within a process of employee 
resourcing, which itself may be located within a wider HR management strategy. 
Bratton and Gold (2007, p 239) differentiate the two terms while establishing a 
clear link between them in the following way:

‘Recruitment is the process of generating a pool of capable people to apply 
for employment to an organisation. Selection is the process by which 
managers and others use specific instruments to choose from a pool of 
applicants a person or persons more likely to succeed in the job(s), given 
management goals and legal requirements.’

In setting out a similar distinction in which recruitment activities provide a pool 
of people eligible for selection, Foot and Hook (2005, p 63) suggest that:

‘although the two functions are closely connected, each requires a separate 
range of skills and expertise, and may in practice be fulfilled by different 
staff members. The recruitment activity, but not normally the selection 
decision, may be outsourced to an agency. It makes sense, therefore, to treat 
each activity separately.’
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Recruitment and selection, as defined here, can play a pivotally important role in 
shaping an organisation’s effectiveness and performance, if work organisations 
are able to acquire workers who already possess relevant knowledge, skills and 
aptitudes and are also able to make an accurate prediction regarding their future 
abilities. If we accept this premise (which will be questioned to some extent in 
this chapter), recruiting and selecting staff in an effective manner can both 
avoid undesirable costs – for example those associated with high staff turnover, 
poor performance and dissatisfied customers – and engender a mutually 
beneficial employment relationship characterised, wherever possible, by high 
commitment on both sides.

a topical and relevant area

Recruitment and selection is a topical area. While it has always had the capacity 
to form a key part of the process of managing and leading people as a routine 
part of organisational life, it is suggested here that recruitment and selection has 
become ever more important as organisations increasingly regard their workforce 
as a source of competitive advantage. Of course, not all employers engage with 
this proposition even at the rhetorical level. However, there is evidence of 
increased interest in the utilisation of employee selection methods which are 
valid, reliable and fair. For example, it has been noted that ‘over several decades, 
work psychology has had a significant influence on the way people are recruited 
into jobs, through rigorous development and evaluation of personnel selection 
procedures’ (Arnold et al, 2005, p 135). In this chapter we will examine several 
contemporary themes in recruitment and selection including what is human as 
the competency approach and online recruitment. 

Recruitment and selection does not operate in a vacuum, insulated from wider 
social trends, so it is very important to keep abreast of current research. A CIPD 
annual survey report, Recruitment, Retention and Turnover (2009d), showed how 
the financial crisis was biting in the field of HRM. The survey concluded that 
half of the companies surveyed claimed that the recession was having a negative 
impact on their employee resourcing budgets and activities. 56 per cent of 
organisations were focusing more on retaining than recruiting talent, while four 
out of ten said that they would recruit fewer people in the forthcoming year. 
Interestingly, 72 per cent of respondents thought that employers would ‘use the 
downturn’ as an opportunity to get rid of poor performers and bring about 
culture change. These specific findings epitomise the very close link between 
recruitment and selection and the wider social and economic context. 

This aspect of employee resourcing is characterised, however, by potential 
difficulties. Many widely-used selection methods – for example, interviewing – 
are generally perceived to be unreliable as a predictor of jobholders’ performance 
in reality. Thus it is critically important to obtain a realistic evaluation of the 
process from all concerned, including both successful and unsuccessful 
candidates. There are ethical issues around selecting ‘appropriate’, and by 
implication rejecting ‘inappropriate’, candidates for employment. Many 
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organisations seek to employ people who will ‘fit in’ with their organisation’s 
culture (French et al, 2008) – see also the IKEA case study below. This may be 
perfectly understandable. However, it carries important ethical overtones – for 
example, whether an employing organisation should be involved in shaping 
an individual’s identity. We put forward the view in this chapter that, 
notwithstanding the moral issues and practical difficulties outlined here, 
recruitment and selection is one area where it is possible to distinguish policies 
and practices associated with critical success factors and performance 
differentiators which, in turn, impact on organisational effectiveness in 
significant ways.

The following extracts are taken from the 
IKEA Group corporate website ‘Why work at 
IKEA?’ section.

Because of our values, our culture and the 
endless opportunities, we believe that it’s 
important to attract, develop and inspire 
our people. We are continuously investing 
in our co-workers and give them sufficient 
opportunities and responsibility to develop.

What would it be like to work at ikea?

You’d be working for a growing global 
company that shares a well-defined and 
well-communicated vision and business 
idea.

You’d be able to develop your skills in many 
different ways, becoming an expert at your 
daily work, by taking new directions in 
other parts of the company, or by taking on 
greater responsibility, perhaps even in 
another country.

Human values and team spirit are part of 
the work environment. You’d not only have 
fun at work, you’d be able to contribute to 
the development of others.

At IKEA you’d be rewarded for making 
positive contributions.

You’d have the chance to grow and develop 
together with the company.

Values at the heart of our culture

The people and the values of IKEA create a 
culture of informality, respect, diversity and 

real opportunities for growth. These values 
include:

Togetherness and enthusiasm

This means we respect our colleagues and 
help each other in difficult times. We look 
for people who are supportive, work well in 
teams and are open with each other in the 
way they talk, interact and connect. IKEA 
supports this attitude with open-plan 
offices and by laying out clear goals that 
co-workers can stand behind.

Humbleness

More than anything this means respect. 
We are humble towards our competitors, 
respecting their proficiency, and realising 
that we constantly have to be better than 
they are to keep our market share. It also 
means that we respect our co-workers and 
their views, and have respect for the task 
we have set ourselves.

Willpower

Willpower means first agreeing on mutual 
objectives and then not letting anything 
actually stand in the way of actually 
achieving them. In other words, it means 
we know exactly what we want, and our 
desire to get it should be irrepressible.

Simplicity

Behind this value are ideas like efficiency, 
common-sense and avoiding complicated 
solutions. Simple habits, simple actions and 
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effective recruitment and selection

We have already referred to the potential importance of recruitment and selection 
as an activity. Pilbeam and Corbridge (2006, p 142) provide a useful overview 
of potential positive and negative aspects noting that: ‘The recruitment and 
selection of employees is fundamental to the functioning of an organisation, and 
there are compelling reasons for getting it right. Inappropriate selection decisions 
reduce organisational effectiveness, invalidate reward and development strategies, 
are frequently unfair on the individual recruit and can be distressing for 
managers who have to deal with unsuitable employees.’

a healthy aversion to status symbols are 
part of IKEA.

Source: www.ikea.com. Used with the kind 
permission of IKEA.

Questions

1. In what ways could an employer seek to 
assess qualities of togetherness, 
humbleness, willpower and simplicity 
among candidates in the course of a 
recruitment and selection process? How 
accurate do you think judgements made 
along these lines are likely to be?

2. What selection methods could IKEA 
employ to assess whether potential 
workers can ‘develop skills’ and ‘take on 
new directions and responsibilities’?

3.  To what extent should an organisation 
like IKEA attempt to recruit and select 
workers who embody their organisational 
culture? Give reasons for your answer. 
Identify some possible negative 
outcomes of aligning selection with 
organisational culture.

reflective activity

Getting it wrong 

In an attempt to check the robustness of 

security procedures at British airports, 

Anthony France, a reporter for The Sun 

newspaper, obtained a job as a baggage 

handler with a contractor subsequently named 

by the newspaper. In the course of his 

selection, France gave bogus references, and 

provided a fake home address and bank 

details. Throughout the selection process he 

lied about his past while details of his work as 

an undercover journalist were available on the 

Internet.

France then proceeded to take fake explosive 

material onto a holiday jet airliner at 

Birmingham International Airport. 

This case provides a good, albeit extreme, 
example of the possible consequences of 
flawed selection procedures, or as happened 
here, when agreed practices, such as checking 
personal details, are not put into effect. Such 
consequences are potentially wide-ranging 
and veer from the trivial and comic to possibly 
tragic outcomes. One can certainly reasonably 
anticipate many of the negative outcomes 
listed below to follow when the predictions 
made about a candidate for employment fail to 
be borne out.

It is undoubtedly true that recruitment and 
selection strategies and practices have 
important consequences for all concerned, so 
what are the keys to maximising the chances 
of effective recruitment and selection? Some 
important factors are listed below.
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recognising the power of perception

Perception is defined as the process by which humans receive, organise and make 
sense of the information they receive from the outside world (Buchanan and 
Huczynski, 2007; French et al, 2008; and Rollinson, 2008). The quality or 
accuracy of our perceptions will have a major impact on our response to a 
situation. There is much data suggesting that when we perceive other people – 
particularly in an artificial and time-constrained situation like a job interview – 
we can make key mistakes, sometimes at a subliminal level. One key to enhancing 
effectiveness in recruitment and selection, therefore, lies in an appreciation of 
some core principles of interpersonal perception and, in particular, of some 
common potential mistakes in this regard. 

 Selective perception. Our brains cannot process all of the information which 
our senses pick up so we instead select particular objects – or aspects of people 
– for attention. We furthermore attribute positive or negative characteristics to 
the stimuli: known as the ‘halo’ and ‘horns’ effect respectively. For example, an 
interviewee who has a large coffee stain on their clothing, but is otherwise 
well-presented, may have difficulty creating a positive overall impression 
despite the fact that it might be that their desire for the new job that resulted in 
nervousness and clumsiness.

 Self-centred bias. A recruiter should avoid evaluating a candidate by reference 
to himself or herself because this may be irrelevant to the post in question and 
run the risks of a ‘clone effect’ in a changing business environment. The 
sentence ‘I was like you 15 years ago’ may be damaging in a number of respects 
and should not be the basis for employment in most situations. 

 Early information bias. We often hear apocryphal stories of interview panels 
making very early decisions on candidates’ suitability and spending the 
remaining time confirming that decision. Mythical though some of these tales 
may be, there is a danger of over-prioritising early events – a candidate who 
trips over when entering an interview room may thus genuinely be putting 
themselves at a disadvantage.

 Stereotyping. This is a common short cut to understanding an individual’s 
attributes, which is a difficult and time-consuming process, because we are all 
unique and complex beings. The logic of stereotyping attributes individuals’ 
characteristics to those of a group they belong to – for example, the view that 
because Italians are considered to be emotional, an individual Italian citizen 
will be too. Stereotypes might contain elements of truth; on the other hand 
they may be entirely false since we are all unique. Everyone is different from 
everyone else. Stereotyping may well be irrelevant, therefore, and if acted on, 
also discriminatory. 

It should be stressed that these, and other, perceptual errors are not inevitable 
and can be overcome. Many HR professionals study subjects like organisational 
behaviour as part of their career qualifications in which they are made aware 
of the dangers of inaccurate perception. Nonetheless, it remains the case that an 
understanding of this subject area is an important building block to effective 
recruitment and selection. 

●

●

●

●
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taking a staged approach

Much prescriptive writing on recruitment and selection advocates viewing the 
process as sequential with distinct and inter-linked stages. This model is referred 
to as the resourcing cycle. The resourcing cycle begins with the identification of 
a vacancy and ends when the successful candidate is performing the job to an 
acceptable standard: ie post-selection. It is a two-way process. Organisations are 
evaluating candidates for a vacancy, but candidates also observe the organisation 
as a prospective employer. Conducting the process in a professional and timely 
manner is necessary for normal effectiveness in helping to ensure that not only is 
the ‘best’ candidate attracted to apply and subsequently accepts the post, but also 
that unsuccessful candidates can respect the decision made and possibly apply 
for future vacancies, along with other suitable candidates.

The first step in the recruitment process is to decide that there is a vacancy to be 
filled. Increasingly a more strategic and questioning approach may be taken. 
If, for example, the vacancy arises because an employee has left, managers may 
take the opportunity to review the work itself and consider whether it could be 
undertaken in an alternative way. For example, could the work be done on a 
part-time, job-share or flexi-time basis? Alternatively, could the job could be 
automated? The financial services sector in the UK provides one example of 
where technological developments have resulted in both significant job losses and 
changed patterns of work since 1990. 

On the assumption that a post does need to be filled it will be necessary to 
devise specifications. Whether a competency-based approach (this concept will 
be defined later in the chapter) or the more traditional method of formal job 
descriptions and person specifications is chosen, a CIPD report (2007c) notes 
that specifications need to reflect the duties and requirements of the job along 
with the skills, aptitudes, knowledge, experience, qualifications and personal 
qualities that are necessary to perform the job effectively. Consideration should 
also be given to how the recruiter intends to measure and elicit information 
regarding those skills. Are they essential to job performance or merely desirable, 
and can they be objectively measured?

attracting candidates

The next stage in the recruitment cycle is the attraction of candidates, as one 
important objective of a recruitment method is to produce an appropriate 
number of suitable candidates within reasonable cost constraints. Pilbeam and 
Corbridge (2006, p 151) note that ‘There is no ideal number of applications and 
no intrinsic value in attracting a high volume of candidates.’ Neither is there a 
single best way to recruit applicants. Rather the chosen recruitment medium 
needs to ensure that there are a sufficient number of suitably qualified candidates 
from which to make a selection without being overwhelmed with large numbers 
of unsuitable applications. Using a recruitment agency to find a small number of 
suitable candidates, particularly for senior or specialised posts, may prove a 
significantly more cost-effective and efficient method than a major advertising 
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campaign which generates a large response from unsuitable candidates. The 
choice of method will also be influenced by the availability of candidates – that is, 
is there likely to be a shortage or surplus of candidates? For example, in the 
period around 2005 there was a large pool of Polish migrant workers wanting to 
work in Britain, but within four or five years this had significantly diminished as 
employers found some applicants were being more selective, while other potential 
Polish workers had returned home after the financial and economic crisis took 
hold in the UK after 2008. 

reflective activity

Look at the recruitment section of your local 
newspaper. What sort of vacancies are 
typically advertised here? Compare and 
contrast these with the types of vacancies 
advertised in broadsheet newspapers such as 
The Times or Daily Telegraph. What indicators 
are there in the wording of advertisements as 
to whether there is a surplus or shortage of 
candidates? 

Which method of recruitment should be 
adopted? There is no single best way, and a 
contingency approach involving an analysis of 
what might be effective in particular 
circumstances is advocated: ie ‘it all depends’. 

Some organisations, for example in the local 
government sector, will always advertise all 
vacancies to ensure equality of opportunity 
whilst manufacturing organisations tend to 
rely on recruitment agencies (CIPD, 2007c). 
Human resources professionals should 
carefully consider and review which methods 
have been most effective in the past and which 
method or methods would be most 
appropriate for the current vacancy. They 
should also, critically, keep new methods 
under review, including, for example, the 
growing trend towards Internet-based 
recruitment.

selection

One of the last stages in recruitment and selection is selection itself, which 
includes the choice of methods by which an employer reduces a short-listed 
group following the recruitment stage, leading to an employment decision. 
For most people, this is the only visible stage of the resourcing cycle because 
their experience of it is likely to be as a subject – or candidate – rather than 
involvement in planning the entire process. While recruitment can be perceived 
as a positive activity generating an optimum number of job-seekers, selection is 
inherently negative in that it will probably involve rejection of applicants. 

It would be prudent to argue that selection decisions should be based on a 
range of selection tools as some have poor predictive job ability. While it is 
almost inconceivable that employment would be offered or accepted without a 
face-to-face encounter, many organisations still rely almost exclusively on the 
outcome of interviews to make selection decisions.

To have any value, interviews should be conducted or supervised by trained 
individuals, be structured to follow a previously agreed set of questions mirroring 
the person specification or job profile, and allow candidates the opportunity to 
ask questions. The interview is more than a selection device. It is a mechanism 
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that is capable of communicating information about the job and the organisation 
to the candidate, with the aim of giving a realistic job preview, providing 
information about the process, and thus can minimise the risk of job offers being 
rejected. Organisations seeking high performance in their selection processes 
should therefore give considerable attention to maximising the uses of the 
interview and, ideally, combine this method with other psychometric measures 
where appropriate.

validity of selection methods

It may appear self-evident that organisational decision-makers will wish to ensure 
that their recruitment (and in this case) selection methods are effective. We have 
already suggested, however, that making judgements on an individual’s personal 
characteristics and suitability for future employment is inherently problematic 
and that many ‘normal’ selection methods contain significant flaws. There is also 
the question of what is meant by the terms ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ when applied 
to recruitment and selection.

Reliability in the context of workforce selection can refer to the following issues:
 Temporal or ‘re-test’ stability where the effectiveness of a selection tool is 
assessed by consistency of results obtained over time. An individual could for 
example complete a personality inventory or intelligence test at different times 
over a period of several years, although in the latter case it would be important 
to isolate the impact of repeated practice on results.

 Consistency – that is, does the test measure what it sets out to? Some elements 
of IQ tests have for example been criticised for emphasising a person’s 
vocabulary which might in turn be influenced by their education and general 
background rather than by their innate intelligence.

Validity in this area is typically subdivided into the following aspects:
 Face validity has an emphasis on the acceptability of the selection measure, 
including to the candidate himself or herself. For example, it is possible 
(although extremely unlikely) that there is a correlation between a person’s hat 
size and his/her job competence. However, you would be reluctant to measure 
candidates’ heads as part of their selection due to their probable scepticism at 
the use of this measure.

 Content validity refers to the nature of the measure and in particular its 
adequacy as a tool. For example, the UK driving test could be criticised for not 
assessing ability in either night driving or travelling on motorways.

 Predictive validity centres on linkages between results or scores on a selection 
measure and subsequent outcome – most commonly, job performance at a 
future point. Here it is important to identify when the comparison will be 
made – ie immediately in the case of a simple job requiring little training, 
or more commonly, at an intermediate point, possibly after a suitable 
probationary period.

●

●

●

●

●
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We argue here that validity, along with fairness, should be the overriding 
indicator of a selection method for high performance organisations and that it is 
important to obtain sophisticated data on validity in all its forms. Pilbeam and 
Corbridge (2006, p 173) provide a summary of the predictive validity of selection 
methods based on the findings of various research studies.

1.0 Certain prediction
0.9 
0.8 
0.7 Assessment centres for development
0.6 Skilful and structured interviews
0.5 Work sampling
   Ability tests
0.4 Assessment centres for job performance
   Biodata
   Personality assessment
0.3 Unstructured interviews
0.2 
0.1 References
0.0 Graphology
   Astrology

However, they suggest that these validity measures should be treated with caution 
because they can be affected by the performance indicators used, and by the way 
the tools were applied. They indicate nonetheless both variability between 
measures and some overall degree of uncertainty when predicting future work 
performance during the selection process.

While it is recommended that validity should be the prime factor in choosing 
selection tools, it would be naïve not to recognise that other factors such as 
cost and applicability may be relevant. How practical, therefore, is it to conduct 
any particular measure? As indicated earlier, an organisation aiming for high 
performance is recommended to adopt valid measures as opposed to merely 
practical or less costly ones. Again, one should recognise that recruitment 
and selection is contingent upon other factors such as the work itself. A ‘high 
performance’ organisation in the fast-food industry may legitimately decide not 
to adopt some relatively valid but expensive methods when selecting fast-food 
operatives. It should be noted that the oft-derided method of interviewing can 
in reality be a relatively valid method if conducted skilfully and structured.

recruitment and selection: art or science?

Systematic models of recruitment and selection based on a resourcing cycle 
should not necessarily imply that this process is underpinned by scientific 
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reasoning and method. As we have seen, Pilbeam and Corbridge note that even 
the most valid methods fall some way short of complete predictive validity. 
Thompson and McHugh (2009) go further, taking a critical view on the general 
use and, in particular, the validity of employee selection methods. In commenting 
on the use of personality tests in selection, these authors state that in utilising 
such tests employers are essentially ‘clutching at straws’ and on this basis will 
probably use anything that will help them make some kind of systematic decision. 
These authors identify now discredited selection methods, such as the use of 
polygraphs to detect lying and other methods such as astrology, which are 
deemed more appropriate in some cultures than in others. It is indeed important 
to keep in mind that today’s received wisdom in the area of recruitment and 
selection, just as in the management canon more generally, may be criticised and 
even widely rejected in the future.

The process of recruitment and selection continues nonetheless to be viewed 
as best carried out via sequential but linked stages of first gathering a pool of 
applicants, a screening-out process, followed by the positive step of actual 
selection. This apparently logical ordering of the activities is largely viewed as 
essential to achieve minimum thresholds of effectiveness.

induction and transition

It is not always the case that selected employees are immediately capable of 
performing to the maximum level on their allotted job(s): important stages in the 
resourcing cycle occur post-selection. Many organisations when selecting are 
making a longer-term prediction of a new employee’s capability. This accounts 
for many organisations’ imposing a probationary period in which employees’ 
performance and future potential can be assessed in the work setting. The 
resourcing cycle extends into this post-selection phase and the induction 
period and early phases of employment constitute a critically important part 
of both successful integration into the workplace culture and development as 
a fully functioning worker. The final stage of the resourcing cycle involves 
evaluation of the process and reflection on lessons learned from the process 
and their implications for the future. 

recruitment costs

A concern with effectiveness in recruitment and selection becomes all the more 
important when one considers the costs of getting things wrong. We begin with 
apparent costs, which centre on the direct costs of recruitment procedures, but 
one might also consider the so-called opportunity costs of engaging in repeated 
recruitment and selection when workers leave an organisation. An excessive 
preoccupation with recruitment and selection will divert a manager from 
other activites he or she could usefully be engaged in. It is also useful to consider 
the ‘investment’, including training resources, lost to the employer when a worker 
leaves prematurely. The CIPD survey report Recruitment, Retention and Turnover 
(2009d) estimates the average direct cost of recruitment per individual in the UK 
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in 2009 as £4,000 – increasing to £6,125 when organisations are also calculating 
the associated labour turnover costs. For workers in the managerial and 
professional category, these costs were considerably higher: £7,750, rising to 
£11,000. 

Implicit costs are less quantifiable and include the following categories:
 poor performance
 reduced productivity
 low-quality products or services
 dissatisfied customers or other stakeholders
 low employee morale.

The implicit costs mentioned here are, in themselves, clearly undesirable 
outcomes in all organisations. In high-performing organisations ‘average’ or 
‘adequate’ performance may also be insufficient and recruitment and selection 
may be deemed to have failed unless workers have become ‘thinking performers’.

contemporary themes in recruitment and selection

the competency approach

Typically, decisions on selecting a potential worker are made primarily with a 
view to taking on the most appropriate person to do a particular job in terms of 
their current or, more commonly, potential competencies. In recent years this 
concept has been extended to search for workers who are ‘flexible’ and able to 
contribute to additional and/or changing job roles. This approach contrasts with 
a more traditional model which involves first compiling a wide-ranging job 
description for the post in question, followed by the use of a person specification, 
which in effect forms a checklist along which candidates can be evaluated 
on criteria such as knowledge, skills and personal qualities. This traditional 
approach, in essence, involves matching characteristics of an ‘ideal’ person to 
fill a defined job. There is a seductive logic in this apparently rational approach. 
However, there are in-built problems in its application if judgements of an 
individual’s personality are inherently subjective and open to error and, 
furthermore, if these personal characteristics are suited to present rather than 
changing circumstances.

The competencies model in contrast, seeks to identify abilities needed to perform 
a job well rather than focusing on personal characteristics such as politeness or 
assertiveness. Torrington et al (2008, p 170) identify some potentially important 
advantages of referring to competencies in this area noting that:

‘they can be used in an integrated way for selection, development, appraisal 
and reward activities; and also that from them behavioural indicators can 
be derived against which assessment can take place.’

●

●

●

●

●



A free sample chapter from Leading, Managing and Developing People, 3rd edition
by Gary Rees and Ray french 
Published by the CIPD.
Copyright © CIPD 2010
All rights reserved; no part of this excerpt may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
or otherwise without the prior written permission of the Publishers or a licence permitting
restricted copying in the United Kingdom issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.
If you would like to purchase this book please visit www.cipd.co.uk/bookstore.

chapter 9 Recruitment and Selection 181

Competency-based models are becoming increasingly popular in graduate 
recruitment where organisations are making decisions on future potential. 
Farnham and Stevens (2000) found that managers in the public sector 
increasingly viewed traditional job descriptions and person specifications as 
archaic, rigid and rarely an accurate reflection of the requirements of the job. 
There is increasing evidence that this popularity is more widespread. A CIPD 
report (2007c) found that 86 per cent of organisations surveyed were now using 
competency-based interviews in some way; and in another survey, over half of 
employers polled had started using them in the past year (William, 2008). It is 
suggested that the competency-based model may be a more meaningful way of 
underpinning recruitment and selection in the current fast-moving world of 
work and can accordingly contribute more effectively to securing high 
performance. 

flexibility and teamwork 

Many commentators refer to significant changes in the world of work and the 
implications these have for the recruitment and selection of a workforce. 
Searle (2003, p 276) notes that: 

‘Increasingly employees are working in self-organised teams in which it is 
difficult to determine the boundaries between different jobholders’ 
responsibilities. The team undertakes the task and members co-operate and 
work together to achieve it. Recruitment and selection practices focus on 
identifying a suitable person for the job, but . . . isolating a job’s roles and 
responsibilities may be difficult to do in fast-changing and team-based 
situations.’

There is here an implication both that teamworking skills could usefully be made 
part of employee selection and also that an individual’s job specification should 
increasingly be designed and interpreted flexibly. It can plausibly be posited that 
we now inhabit a world of work in which unforeseen problems are thrown up 
routinely and on an ongoing basis and where there is seldom time to respond 
to them in a measured fashion (Linstead et al, 2009). In this type of business 
environment, decisions made can be ‘rational’ in terms of past practice and events 
but may in fact be revealed to be flawed or even obsolete when they are made in 
the new context.

If we accept this analysis of work in the 21st century, there is therefore an 
implication that organisations aiming for high performance may need to use 
selection methods which assess qualities of flexibility and creative thinking 
(irrespective of whether they are using a traditional or competency recruitment 
and selection model). Of course, many jobs may still require task-holders to 
work in a predictable and standardised way, so one should exercise caution 
when examining this rhetoric. Interestingly, however, recruitment and selection 
practices should themselves be kept under constant review if we accept the reality 
of a business world characterised by discontinuous, rather than incremental, 
change.
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Many organisations are faced with the 

problem of how to create a pool of talent 

from which to select candidates. Jobs 

requiring specialist skills and knowledge 

can often take several months and 

considerable costs to fill, yet often suitable 

candidates have slipped through the 

organisations net because there wasn’t a 

vacancy at that particular time. Creating 

‘talent pools’ or databases of good 

applicants is one way organisations have 

tried to keep potential candidates 

interested but in many cases this has been 

no more than keeping CVs on file which are 

never referred to or seen again. Nestlé, the 

large global food and beverage 

manufacturer, has taken a more radical 

approach to managing talent by creating 

‘talent puddles’. Whilst these are similar to 

talent pools, Nestlé’s approach has focused 

on creating a talent bank in specific areas 

of the business where there is a shortage of 

skilled applicants. Talent puddles focus on 

‘talent gaps’ – specific jobs and difficult-to-

fill roles – by creating a small puddle of 

talent that can be readily brought into the 

business, thus reducing the costs and 

speeding up the recruitment process.

The initiative began with the supply chain 
function which now contains 120 shortlisted 
candidates and has placed eight people but 
has since been extended to other areas of 
the business. This approach to resourcing 
has also changed the recruiters’ role. A 
significant portion of their time is now 
spent calling people and sifting through 
CVs from the talent puddle. When people 
apply, recruiters look at the quality of the 
applications and assess what level/grade 
they are operating at, ranking and recording 
them accordingly. Candidates are met and 
interviewed by the recruitment team and 
line managers before being placed in the 
talent puddle. One could argue that in 
effect the organisation has created its own 
internal recruitment agency and there is no 
doubt that this approach has significantly 
reduced the company’s reliance on 
recruitment agencies over the past five 
years. However, just like recruitment 
agencies, one could also question how you 
keep 120 highly skilled potential candidates 
interested if you don’t have an actual 
vacancy.

Adapted from CIPD Annual Survey Report 
2007(c) Recruitment, Retention and 
Turnover, p 10. London: CIPD.
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recruiting in the virtual world

The rise in the use of the Internet is probably the most significant development in 
the recruitment field in the early 21st century. Various surveys (CIPD, 2007c; 
IRS, 2008) now suggest that this is fast becoming employers’ preferred way of 
attracting applicants. For example, 75 per cent of companies are now using their 
corporate website as their most common method (along with local newspaper 
advertising) of attracting candidates (CIPD, 2007). There is, however, little 
evidence that the Internet produces better-quality candidates, but it does deliver 
more of them and more employers report that online recruitment made it easier 
to find the right candidate (Crail, 2007). Candidates themselves are increasingly 
choosing this medium to search for jobs, with 89 per cent of graduates only 
searching online for jobs (Reed Employment, reported in People Management, 
20 March 2008).

an alternative approach:‘talent puddles’ 
at  nestlé



A free sample chapter from Leading, Managing and Developing People, 3rd edition
by Gary Rees and Ray french 
Published by the CIPD.
Copyright © CIPD 2010
All rights reserved; no part of this excerpt may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
or otherwise without the prior written permission of the Publishers or a licence permitting
restricted copying in the United Kingdom issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.
If you would like to purchase this book please visit www.cipd.co.uk/bookstore.

chapter 9 Recruitment and Selection 183

The benefits of online recruitment to employers include the speed, reduced 
administrative burden and costs, and no geographical limits. The benefits to 
applicants are that it is easier, faster and more convenient to post a CV or search 
a job site online than to read a selection of printed media (Whitford, 2003). 
This is all very well if you have skills that are highly in demand, but if employers 
are tending to post vacancies on their own websites, candidates still have to trawl 
the web in order to find vacancies and even ‘web savvy’ applicants may be 
deterred by the perceived impersonal nature of online recruitment. Also there 
are still some people who are either not comfortable using the Internet or do not 
have ready access to a computer. Thus there is still a role then for conventional 
advertising (IDS, 2006). 

Whatever the pros and cons, online recruitment continues to expand and 
employers are now combining more traditional methods with online recruitment 
by using printed adverts to refer jobseekers to an Internet vacancy (Murphy, 
2008). Other employers such as Microsoft are enhancing its brand visibility 
and credibility by having a wider Internet recruitment presence. Microsoft uses 
its online tools to impact and influence its public image and reach a broader 
audience and thus create a diverse workplace with varied skills and talents. 
One initiative is the introduction of ‘corporate recruitment blogs’. The idea is that 
potential job candidates may be attracted to the company through what they see 
on the blog and make contact through the specific blogger who will initiate the 
recruitment process on behalf of the company (Hasson, 2007). See also the 
Cadbury Schweppes example below. 

reflective activity

Is online chat the way forward with 
recruitment?

Graduates today have a higher expectation of 
being able to use social networking as a 
primary source of information and 
communication. In response to this Cadbury 
Schweppes launched its 2008 UK graduate 
recruitment campaign with a new online 
chatroom to give potential applicants the 
chance to interact with the company’s current 
graduates. The confectionary giant has created 

an easy-to-use site that allows potential 
graduates the opportunity to chat online and 
put questions to its graduate recruitment 
team. The site builds on the success the 
company had with its graduate blogs in 2005 
and MP3 downloads in 2006. Chatroom 
sessions are advertised on the firm’s graduate 
recruitment calendar and the team have about 
eight hours of online dedicated chat to 
interested graduates (Berry, 2007). Would you 
use an employer’s chatroom? 

fairness in recruitment and selection 

One factor shared by both traditional and competence models of recruitment and 
selection is that both are framed by an imperative to take on the most appropriate 
person in terms of their contribution to organisational performance. This is, 
of course, unsurprising given the preoccupation of organisations in all sectors 
with meeting objectives and targets. However, when we consider what is meant 
by making appropriate selection decisions, other factors, including fairness, 
can also be seen to be important.
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Decisions made in the course of a recruitment and selection process should be 
perceived as essentially fair and admissible to all parties, including people who 
have been rejected. There is evidence to support the view that applicants are 
concerned with both procedural justice – that is, how far they felt that selection 
methods were related to a job and the extent to which procedures were explained 
to them – and distributive justice, where their concern shifts to how equitably 
they felt they were treated and whether the outcome of selection was perceived to 
be fair (see Gilliland, 1993).

Fairness in this regard can be linked to the actual selection methods used. 
Anderson et al (2001) found that interviews, résumés, and work samples were 
well-regarded methods, while handwriting tests (graphology) were held in low 
regard. Personality and ability tests received an ‘intermediate’ evaluation. This is 
linked to the concept of face validity: how plausible and valid does the method 
used appear to the candidate under scrutiny? It is reasonable to suggest that 
employers should take care in choosing selection methods in order to maintain 
credibility among applicants as well, of course, as assessing the predictive value 
of the methods.

Fairness in selection also extends to the area of discrimination and equal 
opportunities, as we saw in Chapter 4. In the UK, for example, current legislation 
is intended to make unlawful discrimination on the grounds of age, race, 
nationality or ethnic origin, disability, sex, marital status and sexual orientation. 
The law identifies both direct discrimination, where an individual is treated less 
favourably on the sole grounds of their membership of a group covered in the 
relevant legislation, and indirect discrimination which occurs when a provision 
applied to both groups disproportionately affects one in reality. The Equality and 
Human Rights Commission highlights headhunting as one area in which indirect 
discrimination may occur. Headhunters may, in approaching individuals already 
in jobs, contravene this aspect of the law if existing jobs are dominated by one sex 
or ethnic group, for example. Compliance with equal opportunities legislation 
provides one example of performance infrastructure and would, it is surmised, 
reap business benefits – ie recruiting from the truly qualified labour pool and 
avoiding negative outcomes such as costly and reputation-damaging legal 
processes.

High-performance organisations may seek to go beyond the compliance approach 
and work towards a policy or even strategy of managing diversity (see also 
Chapter 11). As defined by the CIPD (2006) a managing diversity approach:

‘is about ensuring that all employees have an opportunity to maximise their 
potential and enhance their self-development and their contribution to the 
organisation. It recognises that people from different backgrounds can 
bring fresh ideas and perceptions, which can make the way work is done 
more efficient and make products and services better. Managing diversity 
successfully will help organisations to nurture creativity and innovation and 
thereby to tap hidden capacity for growth and improved competiveness.’

It is thus important to ensure such a policy is operationalised in the field of 
recruitment and selection because staff involved in this activity can be said to act 
as ‘gatekeepers’ of an organisation.



A free sample chapter from Leading, Managing and Developing People, 3rd edition
by Gary Rees and Ray french 
Published by the CIPD.
Copyright © CIPD 2010
All rights reserved; no part of this excerpt may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
or otherwise without the prior written permission of the Publishers or a licence permitting
restricted copying in the United Kingdom issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.
If you would like to purchase this book please visit www.cipd.co.uk/bookstore.

chapter 9 Recruitment and Selection 185

The following statement is an extract from 
the ‘Opportunities for All’ section of Asda’s 
corporate website, accessed September 
2004.

At Asda we endeavour to discriminate only 
on ability and we recognise that our 
organisation can be effective if we have a 
diverse colleague base, representing every 
section of society.

We want to recruit colleagues and 
managers who represent the communities 
in which we operate and the customers we 
serve.

Ethnic minorities

We have been working at all levels to make 
sure that ethnic minorities are represented 
across all levels of our business and we 
operate a policy of Religious Festival Leave 
so that any colleague can apply to take up 
to two days unpaid leave to attend their 
Religious Festival.

Women

We recognise that there are mutual benefits 
in making sure we employ women in our 
workplace. Besides our equal opportunities 
recruitment policy we have a number of 
other initiatives which support our 
commitment, particularly our flexible 
working practices which include job shares 
and part time working at all levels, parental 
leave, shift swaps and career breaks.

Disability

It is our aim to make sure that our stores 
are accessible for disabled people to both 
work and shop in. As a company we have 
been awarded the Two Tick symbol and we 
have a good working partnership with 
Remploy and we work together to help 
disabled people get back into the work 
place. We offer people with disabilities a 
working environment which is supportive 
and we operate an equal opportunities 
policy on promotion.

If, due to your disability, you need some 
help whether completing your application 

form or during the interview process, please 
contact the people manager in your local 
store or depot who will be pleased to help.

Age

The proportion of older people in the 
population is steadily increasing and we’re 
seeing this reflected in the age profile of 
our workforce. We want to encourage the 
recruitment and retention of older, 
experienced colleagues, many of whom 
welcome the opportunity to work beyond 
the traditional retirement age, to work 
flexibly and enjoy a phased retirement.

We’ve been encouraging stores and depots 
to recruit more mature colleagues or 
‘Goldies’ and in one new store in 
Broadstairs we opened with over 40 per 
cent of our colleagues aged 50 or over. And 
we have seen a reduction in both labour 
turnover and absence well below average in 
the store.

To further reinforce our commitment we 
also offer a number of flexible working 
schemes such as Benidorm Leave where 
older colleagues can take three months 
unpaid leave between January and March, 
or grandparents leave where colleagues 
who are grandparents take up to a week off 
unpaid to look after a new arrival.

Used with the kind permission of ASDA Ltd.

Questions

1. To what extent does this statement from 
Asda’s website indicate that this 
organisation has a strategy for diversity 
management? What has led you to your 
conclusion?

2. How do Asda seek to safeguard their 
‘Opportunities for All’ policy in the area 
of recruitment and selection?

3. Produce a statement for use by 
companies setting out employment 
policy in the area of age discrimination 
and indicate how this could take effect in 
the recruitment and selection of workers.
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opportunities for all  at  asda
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the extent of professional practice 

small and medium-sized enterprises

There is evidence to suggest that many human resources management (HRM) 
practices often prescribed in the academic literature are more common in some 
sectors of business than others, and that the small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SME) group, in particular, are less likely to have in-house HR expertise and 
sophisticated systems in place (Cully et al, 1999). A study carried out by Cassell 
et al (2002) in SMEs in the north of England focused on both the use and 
perceived value (by employers) of a range of HRM procedures. In the area 
of recruitment and selection, only 31 per cent of firms in the sample used 
wide-ranging employee development and recruitment and selection procedures. 
Interestingly, 38 per cent of the sample questioned said that they did not use 
recruitment and selection procedures at all. In the companies that did make use 
of them, 50 per cent found that the procedures helped ‘entirely’ or ‘a lot’ in over 
half of the instances in which they are used. This is some way from the picture of 
widespread use and the assumed universal benefits conveyed in some sources. 

The reality of the context faced by managers of SMEs will cause them to frame 
their responses in an entirely understandable way, and prescriptive ‘textbook 
style’ approaches may be viewed as inappropriate. It would, of course, be as 
damaging for SMEs as for any other organisation if a lack of ‘high-quality’ 
practices in recruitment and selection were seen to inhibit performance and, 
indeed, SMEs have often been criticised for the lack of a proactive and integrated 
approach to managing people. However, any assumption that universally 
applicable approaches to recruitment and selection are needed may ignore the 
distinctive processes and practices faced by particular organisations.

reflective activity

Lack of skills a major factor in UK recruitment 
and selection difficulties

A CIPD survey (2008c) reported that 86 per 
cent of British organisations were having 
difficulty filling vacancies in spite of the 
financial and economic crisis which hit in that 
year. In part, this was the result of a ‘skills 
crunch’ with 70 per cent of the research 
sample citing a lack of necessary candidate 
skills as the main reason for recruitment 
difficulties. However, only half of the surveyed 
companies had a formal resourcing strategy to 
counter the skills-gap problem and struggled 
to recruit top talent.

Deborah Fernon of the CIPD also pointed to the 
importance of the retention of talented 

workers, noting that ‘Organisations should 
have a look at their learning and development 
strategies which can help met business 
demands in two ways. Firstly, those employers 
who have development opportunities are more 
likely to stay, which reduces turnover. 
Secondly, a good learning and development 
culture will foster a strong employer brand, 
helping to attract key talent.’

This research highlights the importance of 

referring to contemporary evidence when 

analysing recruitment and selection in general 

terms, and also points to the importance of the 

post-selection phase in retaining staff.
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recruitment and selection:  a  contingency approach

The underlying principle that organisational policies and practices need to be 
shaped within a particular context is often referred to as the contingency 
approach. The argument put forward within this viewpoint is that successful 
policies and strategies are those which apply principles within the particular 
context faced by the unique organisation.

One example of a ‘contingent factor’ which can impact upon recruitment and 
selection is national culture. French (2010) draws attention to important 
cross-cultural differences in the area. For example, different cultures emphasise 
different attributes when approaching the recruitment and selection of 
employees. It is also the case that particular selection methods are used more or 
less frequently in different societies – see also Perkins and Shortland (2006). So 
in individualistic cultures such as the USA’s and UK’s, there is a preoccupation 
with selection methods which emphasise individual differences. Many 
psychometric tests can indeed be seen to originate from the USA. Furthermore, 
in a society which emphasises individual achievement as opposed to ascribed 
status (eg through age or gender), one might expect a raft of legislation 
prohibiting discrimination against particular groups. Here the expectation is that 
selection should be on the basis of individual personal characteristics or 
qualifications. This may contrast with more collectivist societies, for example 
China, where personal connections may assume a more prominent role. 
Bjorkman and Yuan (1999) conducted one of several studies which reached this 
overall conclusion. It may also be true that selection methods are given varying 
degrees of face validity in different societies. A CIPD survey (2004c) on 
graphology discovered that while relatively few companies in the UK used 
graphology as a trusted method of selecting employees, its adoption was far more 
widespread, common and therefore accepted in other countries, including France.

In summary, the contingency approach with the underlying message that 
managing people successfully depends on contextual factors – ‘it all depends’ – 
can readily be applied to the area of recruitment and selection. The increasingly 
large number of organisations operating across national boundaries, or who 
employ workers from different cultural backgrounds, can benefit from 
formulating policies within an awareness of cultural difference.

recruitment and selection and organisational culture

It is unsurprising that the culture of a particular work organisation will influence 
selection decisions, with recruiters both consciously and unconsciously selecting 
those individuals who will ‘best fit’ that culture. In some organisations 
recruitment policy and practice is derived from their overall strategy which 
disseminates values into the recruitment and selection process. Mullins (2007, 
p 727) provides the example of Garden Festival Wales, an organisation created to 
run for a designated and short time-period. This organisation’s managers were 
particularly concerned to create a culture via recruitment of suitable employees.
This is an interesting example because this organisation had no prior history and 
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it indicates the power of recruitment and selection in inculcating particular 
cultural norms.

Other research has demonstrated that individuals as well as organisations 
seek this ‘best fit’, providing evidence that many individuals prefer to work 
in organisations that reflect their personal values. Judge and Cable (1997) 
and Backhaus (2003) found that job-seekers may actively seek a good ‘person-
organisation fit’ when considering prospective employers. This, of course, 
provides further support for the processual two-way model of recruitment and 
selection. However, justifying selection decisions on the basis of ‘cultural fit’ 
means that there are ethical issues to consider in terms of reasons for rejection: 
are organisations justified in determining who does and does not ‘fit’? It may be 
that practical concerns also emerge – for example, in the danger of maintaining 
organisations in the image of current role models – which may be inappropriate 
in the future. Psychologists have also long recognised the threat posed by 
‘groupthink’ where innovation is suppressed by a dominant group and an 
‘emperor’s new clothes’ syndrome develops, with individuals reluctant to voice 
objections to bad group decisions.

reflective activity

Return to the IKEA case study at the start of 
this chapter.

IKEA put great stress upon recruiting 
employees who will complement their 
organisational culture.

 What are the potential benefits of selecting 
a workforce in terms of an organisation’s 
culture?

 What are the philosophical and practical 
arguments against selection based on 
values and work culture?

●

●

conclusion

This chapter indicates the key importance of recruitment and selection in 
successful people management and leadership. An awareness of issues and 
concepts within this area is an important tool for all those involved with leading, 
managing and developing people – even if they are not human resource managers 
per se. A recognition of the importance of this aspect of people management is 
not new, and ‘success’ in this field has often been linked with the avoidance of 
critical failure factors including undesirable levels of staff turnover and claims of 
discrimination from unsuccessful job applicants.

It has been argued here that it is also possible to identify aspects of recruitment 
and selection which link with critical success factors in the 21st century context, 
differentiating organisational performance and going some way to delivering 
employees who can act as ‘thinking performers’. It is proposed, for example, that 
a competencies approach focusing on abilities needed to perform a job well 
may be preferable to the use of a more traditional matching of job and person 
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specifications. In addition, many organisations may increasingly wish to identify 
qualities of flexibility and creative thinking among potential employees, although 
this may not always be the case; many contemporary jobs do not require such 
competencies on the part of jobholders. It is also the case that organisations 
should be preoccupied with the question of validity of selection methods, 
ideally combining methods which are strong on practicality and cost, such as 
interviewing, with other measures which are more effective predictors of 
performance. It is maintained, finally, that a managing diversity approach, 
welcoming individual difference, may enhance organisational performance and 
create a climate in which thinking performers can emerge and flourish.

However, it is maintained that a contingency approach to recruitment and 
selection, recognising that organisational policies and practices are shaped by 
contextual factors, remains valid, and that ‘effectiveness’ in recruitment and 
selection may vary according to particular situational factors. In this regard it is 
noted that cultural differences could be an important factor in predicting the 
relative success of recruitment and selection measures.

 Managers involved in the recruitment and selection of workers have a key 
‘gatekeeper’ role in giving or denying access to work.

 Effective recruitment and selection is characterised by a knowledge of social 
science topics such as perception.

 A staged logical approach to recruitment and selection, seeing it as a process, is 
recommended.

 We should examine the validity of different selection methods.

 Fairness is a fundamentally important principle reflecting the ethically-loaded 
nature of the activity. 

●

●

●

●

●

k
e

y
 l

e
a

r
n

in
g

 p
o

in
ts

review questions

1. Indicate with examples three ways in which 
recruitment and selection policies and 
practices can be used by an organisation 
aiming to develop staff as part of a talent 
management strategy.

2. Evaluate the evidence regarding the 
potential validity of biodata and personality 

assessment as tools for selecting 
employees.

3. What do you understand by the contingency 
approach to recruitment and selection? 
Provide two examples, from academic 
sources or your own experience, to 
illustrate this approach.
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