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Recruitment and Selection
 Introduction 
This Briefing draws heavily upon the ACAS Briefing Recruitment and Selection. However it has been adapted for the FOLIO audience and augmented by illustrative examples. 
Ever fallen in love at first sight with some gadget, item of clothing, or expensive piece of jewellery and then got it back home where – in the cold light of day – it has completely lost its magical allure? Recruitment and selection can be exactly like that – with one notable exception – you can’t “take your new staff member back”! 

How might we protect ourselves against the dangers of such self-deception? Well for our shopping expedition we might compile a list of desirable features for our purchase. We might also compile a table of the specifications for each of the candidate products. We might “benchmark” our intended purchase against the prices and features of comparison products to make sure that we are getting good value for money. No doubt we could take along a critical friend – someone who knows something about the type of product we are going to buy but who brings a complementary perspective. We may even ask the opinions of others who have bought the item before. Finally we would not simply go for the best deal – we would want some assurances and legal guarantees that protect us should anything go awry. 

Do all these precautions mean that we would always make the best choice? Not necessarily. Does the opposite apply – namely that the “impulse buy” will never be successful? By no means – you will probably have examples proving this from your own experience. However all the above can be seen to minimise the risk of something going wrong. Paradoxically they not only protect us but they also serve as a protection to the vendor – they minimise the chance of you being dissatisfied and returning unwanted goods. 

If we have spent a little time in playing out this particular illustration it will prove time well spent – we will see that each of our above protections corresponds to some aspect of the recruitment and selection process. Furthermore, although the whole procedure may at times seem tedious and protracted it does minimise the risk of an inappropriate appointment. It serves as a protection to yourself and to your potential employee. Observing all these protections doesn’t, however, guarantee certain success! 

 Compiling a list of desirable features (the job description) 
The key to getting the right person depends on having a clear and realistic view of the job in question and the skills needed to do the job well. Just as it is a helpful protection to make a list of desirable features beforehand so setting out your needs in a written job description (and a person specification as below) will make the whole process much easier. 

A good job description is concise and straightforward and includes: 

· the overall title and aim of the job (e.g. to ensure that quality standards are met, to produce accurate information about book purchases); 

· what the new employee will do (e.g. plan, design, provide ...) and what he or she will work with (e.g. IT, customer requirements). 

Deciding on the (person) specification 
Similarly a good person specification is concise and straightforward. It is defined as: "a profile of the essential and desirable attributes required of a candidate for the effective performance of duties in a specific post" (1) It should thus link directly to the job description. It should use explicit terms - for example, instead of 'needs to be physically fit' say 'needs to reach and bend to pick items from shelves', instead of 'needs a good command of spoken English' say 'needs to give clear information to clients by phone' (2). It should also avoid subjective or irrelevant criteria. 

You will find that putting together a job description and person specification may take some time. However at every stage (advertising, shortlisting, interviewing, final selection) it will make decisions easier, more explicit and equitable. For example, it will help you compare applicants and ensure that your decisions can be justified if they are called into question later. It will make it easier to place adverts and can be used for the interview and selection process, and again in the future for supervision, staff development, promotion or similar recruitment exercises. 

 Application forms and advertising 
Application forms should help you not simply to identify suitable candidates but also with essential information needed to sift out unsuitable applicants quickly. Both functions will help you to decide on the best shortlist for interview. In most cases your employer will have a standard application form This should: 

· Ask only for the bare minimum of personal details. Name, address and a telephone number is usually enough. [Why do you need to ask about a person’s age and gender?] 

· Invite applicants to draw from experience gained outside employment where this demonstrates that they have skills needed for the job, for example from voluntary work or during a career break. Often those applying straight from school or university will have little direct work experience (although it is increasingly rare for them to have no work experience at all). You will need to help them make the most of the experience that they do have – even if the juxtaposition of hobbies does conjure up amazing word pictures (e.g. abseiling and chess!; deep sea diving and ballroom dancing! etcetera) 

· Ask specifically whether an applicant has a disability as in some circumstances you may need to make special arrangements for the interview. Such a question should be kept as simple and natural as possible. 

· Double check that questions on the form only relate directly to the job and your requirements. Only ask for information that is needed to find out if someone has the skills to match the job description or person specification, e.g., do you really need to know what a person’s marital status is? 

You may wish to supplement a standard application form with additional questions that relate specifically to the job on offer. Here careful spacing of the supplementary form will give applicants an ides of how much detail you require. Consider, at this stage, how to deal with applications from people with disabilities. We all have some preconceived ideas about what a person with disability could and could not do – based on our usually imperfect experience or incomplete knowledge. However once those recruiting have been trained to be able to identify "reasonable adjustment", as required by the Disability Discrimination Act, a previously daunting array of obstacles can usually be distilled down to the very barest essentials required to do the job well. Such creative thinking not only accommodates people with a disability – it also allows us to reflect on what is really important for each job. 

Advertising 
In advertising we are trying to bring job opportunities to the attention of the widest pool of appropriate applicants. You need to define an optimal balance between internal, possibly discriminatory, circulation of job opportunities and what is often the “overkill” of national advertising. A common mistake is to base your advertising strategy on the legacy of the previous incumbent – “Ah yes Joan was a good assistant – she was a crossword-fanatic Guardian reader so let’s advertise in the Guarniad (anag)” . 

Possible channels include job centre services, national, local or specialist press, local schools, colleges or universities or those further away with specialist courses, commercial employment agencies, community organisations and groups and increasingly a website/internet. 

Again you should refer to the job description and person specification to ensure that you give a realistic picture of the job and are precise about requirements. You should also think carefully about the language and avoid using phrases that for example imply age restrictions such as "young graduates" or "mature person". 

 Benchmarking (Shortlisting) 
Shortlisting involves matching evidence from the application form against requirements set out in your specification. ACAS guidance (2) suggests that “it is good practice to: 

· have more than one person carrying out the sift, to reduce prejudice or bias; 

· adopt a simple but explicit marking system to show how far each applicant has presented evidence that they meet your requirements; 

· take each application in turn and work systematically through your requirements, in order of importance, awarding a mark for each; 

· carry out a brief review at the end of the exercise, making sure that marks are awarded on the basis of evidence provided on the application form, rather than personal or second-hand knowledge about the applicant; 

· invite the applicants with the best total scores to interview. 

In particular: 

· do recognise that skills and abilities can be demonstrated by experience gained outside the workplace; 

· count only evidence which is directly relevant to the job as defined in the person specification. Changing your criteria to enable you to include someone else at this stage may be unlawful; 

· do consider whether adjustments could be made to enable disabled applicants to meet your requirements.” 

 Complementary perspectives (the Selection Panel) 
Similarly interviews should be carried out by more than one person to avoid personal preference and bias. Some people have the mistaken idea that “equal opportunities” places unnecessary restrictions on the interview process. This is not true, for example: 

· it is quite reasonable to talk about particular points with different applicants and ask questions in various ways having considered the evidence in the application forms; however, you should make sure that you cover the same topics and issues in the same depth with each of the applicants; 

· evidence about an applicant's experience outside the workplace can be helpful provided that it relates to the job. It often helps to encourage applicants to give a wide range of examples, which show how they can meet your requirements. 

· Be careful not to stray into an applicant’s personal circumstances (e.g. marital status, sexual orientation); doing this could lead applicants to believe they may not have been fairly treated; 

· ask about a disability if potentially relevant to the applicant's ability to do the job. Talking about the effects of a disability will help the candidate demonstrate how they cope. This will help you to consider whether there are reasonable adjustments which might be made to help you get the best person for the job. 

· if there is an internal applicant make sure that they get asked about exactly the same issues as those from outside. It is not sufficient to “know” about their work. They too need to demonstrate their skills and knowledge from responses to each question. 

 
Asking the opinions of others (References) 
Many organisations take up references after interviews, although they can be requested at any stage of the recruitment and selection process. Typically our own organisation requests references after the short-listing stage. Sometimes applicants will ask that you do not take up references unless you are considering offering them the job. You should not necessarily think any the worse of them for asking this – they may not wish to alert their current employer that they are in the job market. However you may rightly be suspicious if they request this for their personal reference and previous employer as well. The suggestion is that you do not simply ask for a general character reference from a referee. It will be a more productive use of every one’s time if you provide them with a copy of your job description and person specification. You can then ask them for evidence of the applicant's ability to meet your specific requirements. Although this will prevent them from simply digging out a standard “on file” reference it has been observed that you will more likely get a quick reply and one that you will actually find useful. 

 Assurances and legal guarantees 
When you are considering offering a person a job you will need to have in place several assurances and legal guarantees. As with any “contract” situation these safeguards exist for the benefit of both potential employer and employee. You may need to check the applicant’s eligibility to work in this country under the Asylum and Immigration Act (1996). Does the context of the post require additional information such as that demanded by the Rehabilitation of Offenders legislation? Does your organisation have a flexible working policy? 

Usually an interview panel will include someone from your Human Resources department – if not, make a careful and complete note about each enquiry and undertake to get back to them shortly. Above all you should explain why you are required to ask for this information, and make it clear that it is your policy to ask all successful applicants for this information. 

Conclusion 
Following successful recruitment you will have a whole list of tasks – many administrative, others simply good practice. For example you should let all applicants know the result of their application. If they ask you, you should also provide brief feedback about their application and performance at interview. Again this emphasises the importance of your person specification and job description as you can give open and frank feedback about the criterion/criteria against which they did not perform so well. 

As we have stressed in our Introduction, the implications of not recruiting fairly can be serious. You may not get the most suitable person for the job and the cost of recruiting again if you have “got it wrong” can be considerable. In addition you may be contravening legislation and be taken to an Employment Tribunal. A structured approach, as outlined above, will not only help you to select the best person for the job but also enable you to justify your decision. 
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