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Abstract

This paper looks at the modern 21st century IT hiring practices of companies by analyzing some managers surveyed in an online study and looking at several books.  It then moves on to IT certification and establishes several truths about certification including that they are not a panacea for lack of experience.  Finally, the paper looks at the perceived skills gap and examines some somewhat radical research that says employers are hunting white elephants and not giving employees a fair shot.  The paper concludes with looking at current events and presenting new questions that the research in this paper prompts as well as summarizing the findings of the research in this paper.

Technology Recruitment and the Value of Certifications to Employers and Employees
One thing is for sure in the world of job recruitment, the 21st century is night and day different than the 20th century.  The tech bubble crash in the early 2000s and the Great Recession of 2008 changed the landscape forever and irreversibly.  Finding a job is hard for the prospective employee and finding an employee is hard for the prospective employer too.  Pimm Fox says in an editorial in Computerworld in 2002 things that still ring true in 2020.  He says:

For example, a San Francisco-area database company recently posted 10 IT positions on Monster.com. It was flooded with more than 8,000 résumés. Only 10% of those will be scrutinized. And of the people who sent those 800 résumés, perhaps five to 10 per position will be called, and only half of them will be invited for interviews. Those lucky few will then wait about a month just to get to the point where they can sell themselves in person. (Fox, 2002)
That quote by Fox is from nearly two decades ago but still rings true to this day. To further emphasize the point on how hard it is to get a job, there is a best selling book targeted to job seekers called, What color is your parachute?, that is updated annually and the first chapter has a lot to say on the topic of the job market.  The below information is from the 2019 edition published late 2018 so is fairly current.  The author of the book, Richard N. Bolles, has a lot to say so most of it will only be paraphrased here.  He says that employers really do not like using resumes and job boards online.  When employers are having problems filling vacancies they turn to these tools more often but when there are more job seekers than vacancies using these tools will get the applicant nothing (Bolles, 2018, pg. 2-3).  Bolles says, “From 1994 through 2008, roughly half of all unemployed job-seekers found jobs within five weeks” (Bolles, 2018, pg. 3).  As one could imagine the Great Recession changed this.  Bolles quotes a Bureau of Labor Statistics survey that says now that 20.3% of job seekers are taking six months or more to find a job!  Of concern to both the employee and the employer the length of time the average job lasts has gone down dramatically.  For people aged 18 to 24, “69 percent of those jobs lasted less than a year, and 93 percent lasted less than five years” (Bolles, 2018, pg 4).  The situation is not much improved with older workers either with the statistics being 36% less than one year and 75% less than five years for the 35 to 44 years old crowd (Bolles, 2018, pg 4).  Bolles cites a study that says that of those born between 1957 and 1964 the average person held 11.9 different jobs before turning 50 years old (Bolles, 2018, pg 8).  What does all this mean for employees and employers?  It means that employees can count on less job security and the need to change jobs to earn more money; it means that employers are going to be filling a lot more jobs to handle regular turnover rather yet actual growth of the company.  It means typical college graduates will not have jobs like their parents and grandparents enjoyed working one job for 35 years or even two or three jobs.  Both employee and employer will dance the dance of job recruitment more frequently and more often than ever before.  This raises several key questions for each party involved.  Questions such as how can an employer land the right candidate the first time considering how much it costs to recruit, train, and onboard a new employee?  How can an employee make the most of the job search and show that they are a good fit for prospective companies? What can be done in the future to help ensure that an employee is a good fit at a company?  How well do industry certifications prove an employee can perform the job duties required of them (example A+ for help desk jobs)?  What actions can be taken during the interview process to access if the prospective employee is a good fit for the job and company?  What are current industry best practices and what can be done to improve them?  This paper will attempt to answer these questions.

First up is hiring process in the IT industry.  This author living in agrarian Oklahoma did not have any local IT managers to contact to conduct an interview in person so I turned to a popular online forum called ITCareerQuestions hosted on the massive social platform Reddit.  I asked: “How do you judge if an employee is a good fit for the job? How do you process the ton of applications for each job post? Anything else you think I should know” (Willett, 2020).  One user, whoframedrogerpacket, said that he sits in on interviews sometimes and that a phone interview is first followed by an in person interview panel, and that is then followed with a practical lab.  He says that some people bomb the phone interview.  The applicant can not articulate how to solve a problem.  He describes asking someone to describe how a routing protocol works over the phone and the applicant being unable to explain it.  This reply says, “Articulating your skills is very important” (Willett, 2020).  He has this to say about the lab part of the interview:
Some people fail the lab. We've had talkers who really seem like a good applicant in the phone interview and even during the panel. Once they get into the lab they can't translate the instructions on the paper into commands to get anything done. We had a guy focusing on the fact that these lab machines were not on the domain. He must have been an AD admin or something because he never thought to look at the switch port he was hung up on what he thought was the root cause. Just totally missed the boat. (Willett, 2020)

This replier goes on to talk about how they cull the rank of applications for a given job.  They use a headhunter service who organizes the applications based on requested salary and give the employer ones that fall into the given criteria while keeping the ones that request a higher salary to the side incase a suitable applicant can not be found in the ones at a given price point.  Another user, NoyzMaker, also offered up a reply.  Right out of the gate he says, “The hardest part is time management. Typically if I have a job posting it is because we are a person down or added so much work that I desperately need another person” (Willett, 2020).  The first step replier NoyzMaker uses to cull the applications down is an ATS and gatekeeper system.  He says it can turn 700 resumes to 100 or 50.  Next he processes the 50 to 100 resumes into three piles, yes, no, and maybe so.  He says, “If you have a cover letter automatically go to the Yes pile. Everyone else gets about 5-10 second skim and separated accordingly” (Willett, 2020).  He next processes the maybe pile at the end of the week into definitive yes and no.  If a resume gets a no at this point it is put into an auxiliary pile to be processed if no future employee is found in the first pile.  He reads each cover letter and resume of the automatically yes pile.  He is trying to weed down a pile of 25 to 10 for first round interviews at this point.  Similar to the previous replier this replier uses phone interviews followed by in person interviews.  In the phone interview section he says this:
Phone interviews are always tough. Some people just aren't good at them. Key things I try to focus on is the basics of "why you" and see how you carry yourself in some simple questions. Are you talking confidently? Do you seem distracted? Are you able to talk clear enough that I can understand you? (Willett, 2020)

How he handles in person interviews is fascinating so the entirety of his response will be shared:
After the phone interviews, it's face to face time. Then it comes to watching body language and how you interact with people or in off-balance situations. How did you present yourself? What did my front desk and security people think of you? Were you nice to them? Dismissive?  Normally we will bring in one or two people to do the interview. It allows us to hand off and focus on watching you while the other asks questions. This lets us learn to read through nervous behavior and people who are genuinely struggling with the material.  The most important thing to me is did we have a conversation more than an interview? We are about to spend 40'sh hours a week together for potentially years to come. I can handle socially awkward but technically adept but I can't have someone who is just going to rub every single person the wrong way on the team. (Willett, 2020)
The next reply is from user isinkthereforeiswam and it is a fascinating one.  It is too expansive to share in its entirety.  He talks about a company where an employee is signed on to do job X, for pay $.  Over the years the employee learns to automate a few things and takes on additional roles so is now doing not only job X but job Y and job Z as well while still getting pay $ plus maybe small cost of living increases.  The employee who was doing all three jobs leaves the company and the company needs to find someone to replace him or her that can do job X, Y, and Z.  Ideally the company would pay someone salary $ for X, salary $ for Y, and salary $ for Z, but they grew use to the previous employee doing the job for just salary $ so the position is really hard to fill because no one wants to do job X, Y, and Z for just salary $.  Another problem with recruitment is expounded on by user TechnicalExample.  He says: 

I wish there was a way to vet candidates faster. We have a couple of start questions to see if the person is in-line but we've had 30-40% success rate when they arrive for on-site interviews to show that they actually know their stuff. (Willett, 2020)
As one can see from reading these top replies to my questions the current hiring process in IT is plagued with difficulties.  It is hard to vet people and see if they really are qualified.  People can be shy in job interviews over the phone and/or be unable to perform in the laboratory setting.  The company also must use automated tooling to process a high volume of applicants down to a more manageable number for phone and in person interviews because they are so over worked as it is as managers.

Next we turn to IT certification.  Viewed as the panacea for job woes certifications are supposed to show to employers that a prospective employee knows their material and would be a good hire.  Are they really viewed as the panacea they are supposed to be?  Beth Stackpole in the publication Computerworld conducted a special report on IT certifications, also known as certs, entitled Uncertain about certs? Here’s the lowdown in this paper she says that of the 3,301 respondents to the survey about certification 54% had at least one certification and 46% did not have any certs.  When asked the question: “Has your certification helped you land a job, earn a promotion or gain a pay raise?”(Stackpole, 2016, pg 24) 44% responded that the certification had not, 42% that it had, and 15% that they were unsure if the certification had helped or not.  Stackpole effectively concludes on page 24, the second page of the article, that certifications are not a panacea.

Certifications are like a college education — they don’t necessarily imply anything,” says David Foote, chief analyst and co-founder of Foote Partners, a research firm that publishes benchmark studies on skills and certifications pay premiums. “Companies look well beyond technical skills — they want people who have done something and made an impact . . . and they don’t need a certification to tell them that.” (Stackpole, 2016, pg 24)

Stackpole interviews Clayton Lee, director at a contractor company who goes on to say some more interesting things about certifications.  Lee says, “All things being equal, real-world experience will trump a paper certificate” (Stackpole, 2016, pg 24).  Lee later says that: 
“Someone with a certification and no experience shows initiative and that they’re on the right track, but experience wins every time” (Stackpole, 2016, pg 25).  Stackpole goes on to say that many hiring managers are skeptical of the certification process and that too many little known certs have popped up that were not rigorous enough or were associated with false promises.  Stackpole says that IT consulting firms are less skeptical of certifications valuing certifications from firms such as Oracle and Microsoft about specific pieces of technology.  Brian Summerfield in his article: Everybody wins: The Value of Certification echoes some of the same things Stackpole said but gives more information from the employer point of view too.  Summerfield interviews Clark Beverly, supervisor of international desktop and networking support for Wyndham Hotels and Resorts and quotes him as saying:

“We’re a fast-paced, ever-changing environment,” he explained.  “We don’t have a lot of time to spend to train somebody. I need someone who’s going to hit the ground running. In my department, someone with experience is going to be more valuable than someone with no experience and a mass of certifications. I call people like that ‘paper tigers.’ They can go out and get one of those things and have no experience whatsoever.  They have all the theory, but as far as its practical use—they don’t have that.”(Summerfield, 2005, pg 18)
Summerfield further quotes a metaphor from Clark Beverly about teacher training in university and how before one can become a teacher one has to have served as a teacher’s aide getting experience in the classroom.  This author being someone with a family member studying to be an Early Childhood teacher this is very true even today.  By the time someone graduates with a degree in education not only have they taken standardized tests like those used in IT certification process but they have gained practical real world experience in local schools.  While this author agrees that a way to get practical hands on experience in a data center would be great for those studying IT in university it is less practical than an education program.  Every town with any kind of college is going to have an elementary school but how many towns have a data center in it?  I know this author’s undergrad university town did not have a single data center in it for gaining experience.  When pressed on the matter of rather or not other divisions inside Wyndham Hotels and Resorts using certification as a barometer Clark Beverly acknowledges that many do.  Summerfield quotes him as saying:

I know that other departments require certification because they’re running million-dollar servers and systems,” he said “Are they going to maintain and execute systems that are hundreds of thousands of dollars and complex? If yes, then they’re going to want somebody with certification.  You don’t want somebody touching that stuff without certification.  They’re going to require that someone knows what they’re doing. No matter how much experience they have, they’ve also got to have certification.” (Summerfield, 2005, pg 18)
Echoing a refrain used by professors at The Illinois Institute of Technology’s ITM program, Summerfield quotes Beverly in saying “If I’m interviewing two people, and one person has just experience and the other person has experience plus certification, I’m going for the guy with the experience and the certification” (Summerfield, 2005, pg 19).  This author has heard professors at IIT say phrases similar to those quoted in the Summerfield article.  The next source that will be examined is a treasure trove of information but was hard to track down the full text for it is by a Dr. Igwe E. Udeh and is titled THE GAP BETWEEN PERCIEVED VALUE OF INFROMATION TECHNOLGY[sic] CERTIFICATION AND PERSISTENCE APPLIED TO ACHIEVE SUCH CERTIFICATION.  Udeh sites the increased need for tech workers and that when he did his research there were 95,000 positions to be filled and only 25,000 graduates from traditional four year universities to fill said positions and he suggest using these new learning centers called boot camps and traditional two year community colleges and certification training centers to fill the gaps (Udeh, 2016, pg 1-2).  Udeh says that IT certification can provide to the employer the following benefits:
Reduction of system and network downtime, reduction in the use of costly consultants brought in to supplement skills employees say they already had, increased customer satisfaction, reduction in unexpected expenses associated with cleaning up after catastrophic errors..., Human resource managers and recruiters often use certification as a tool for screening applicants or to upgrade employee … skills, [IT certification] serves as functional core education process before going on to higher level career path programs, Increases employee retention and job satisfaction, motivates employees to broaden their knowledge by acquiring new skills, provide baseline validation of skills competency, thus creating common currency that can be accepted by firms throughout the industry, allows businesses to improve their screening processes by providing a standard, employers want technical people ready to go running at full speed, confirms that a standard has been met. (Udeh, 2016, pg 2) Note: benefits appear in paper as bulleted list but have been quoted here as comma separated items.
Udeh goes on to list several benefits to the employee as well but since this paper is mostly targeted at employers only the highlights will be listed.  Udeh list of benefits to the employee:

Validates the skills of an individual via accredited certifications, thus distinguishing them from their peers, which-in turn-helps them secure highly sought after positions, increases on-the-job performance and employee morale, leads credibility to experience in the IT recruiting arena, … , seen by many as a stepping stone to better pay and advancement in an industry where salaries in recent years have climbed, provides clear understanding of how software interacts with hardware and a host of materials covering other high tech categories, … , increases compensation and job security. (Udeh, 2016, pg 2-3) Note: benefits again appeared in a bulleted list and have been quoted here as comma separated list.
On page 5 Udeh during his literature review examines in more detail the employer employee relationship.  Udeh says that employers are having to pay more attention to intrinsic motivators versus more traditional external motivators like, “pay, fringe benefits, seniority rights, working conditions and company policy”(Udeh, 2016, pg 5).  To paraphrase his research it would seem an employee needs to like the job they are doing and the work versus the actual pay for said job.  Meaning an employee may be willing to do a job for less pay if they like the work better.  A free training session for various certifications from CISCO, CompTIA, and Microsoft was held on the campus that Dr. Udeh is a professor at and pre training and post training self ratings were conducted through Survey Monkey.  The list of aspects measured fills pages of Dr. Udeh’s work but a few examples include being able to change a CPU on a motherboard.  Pre training only 11.11% of people who self selected for training identified they could do said task but after training this grew to 80.0% of people who had finished the training class.  Not everything was as great as the CPU example.  For example editing the registry with REGEDIT or REGEDIT32 saw 22.22% pre class and only 20.0% post class respond that they could use the tool which was actually a net decrease! (Udeh, 2016, pg 10)  Udeh’s research table 3 showed that 70.84% of students thought that a certification would validate their college degree and show their worth to employers.  70.83% believed a certificate would improve their job performance.  70.83% of students believed that IT certification would provide more flexible career options.  It is obvious from Udeh’s research that both university students- both undergraduate and graduate- believe that certification will help them in the job market and has been shown earlier the employers believe the same but when Dr. Udeh hosted free training with free exam entrance fees paid very few people who were interested actually showed up for training and even fewer registered for the test and yet fewer actually took the test and only two people actually passed a certification exam (Udeh, 2016, pg 13 table 6).  Dr. Udeh says that since the program was grant based only a subset of the people who registered for certification training classes were eligible to take them for free so it is possible that more people took the exams after being able to save up and afford said exams after the free training was held and the grant only allowed for tracking for three months after the training (Udeh, 2016, pg 15).  Dr. Udeh concludes his paper by saying that humans do not always act rationally it would seem and despite perceiving the value of certification they do not go on to attempt and achieve certification.  Dr. Udeh even goes as far as to say that maybe the perceived value of IT certifications is not as high as it would seem which some of the earlier cited works would also seem to suggest.  This author thinks it is best to conclude this massive section on IT certification by saying that certification is not the end all be all that some perceive it to be but does hold value to some employers and employees.

As the proceeding section showed certifications are not a panacea to the problem of unskilled workers trying to get into IT and simply having a certification does not 100% show that an employee can do a job.  The next paper looked at was Where have all the workers gone? By Cait Murphy.  The paper is broader in scope than just IT so some things must be taken with a grain of salt in it because it also addresses problems in the manufacturing sector, but one could argue that a lot of IT work is more in the line of blue collar work than white collar work so manufacturing comparisons are not as worthless as one could imagine and some of the generalities of the paper are general enough to apply to IT and echo some of the problems mentioned by the survey this author mentioned at the beginning of this paper.  Murphy’s research says this about the inability to find qualified employees in 2013 and 2014: 

In a U.S. Chamber of Commerce study, 53 percent of leaders at smaller businesses said they faced a "very or fairly major challenge in recruiting nonmanagerial employees." And in a survey of Inc. 5000 CEOs last year, 76 percent said that finding qualified people was a major problem. (Murphy, 2014, pg 56)
Murphy cites a New Hampshire business that approximately, “half of its applicants can’t perform simple math” (Murphy, 2014, pg 56).  Another business from Mississippi says many applicants can not even read a ruler.  Which while the reader might not think this is applicable to the world of IT, this author thinks that in a data center being able to measure off exactly 1 meter of CAT 6 or 7 cable or know how many inches a 4U server will take up in the rack is important.  A person from Express Employment Services, one of the larger temp services in the USA, says that one out of every four people who come to them for placement can not pass a basic drug test (Murphy, 2014, pg 56).  Murphy then takes a drastic turn in her paper and says this skill gap is more perceived than real.  She says:
…to the extent that your business is having problems, to a large degree, the solutions are in your hands. Specifically: Start training programs, pay competitive wages, and work with governments and community colleges. … Maybe even be a little less picky. (Murphy, 2014, pg 56)
Murphy goes on to talk about apprenticeships which are largely more for traditional trades and not IT though one could make a case that perhaps this should not be the case.  Returning to work place training Murphy says, “In late 2011, only 21 percent of U.S. workers surveyed by Accenture said they had received any formal training at work in the previous five years” (Murphy, 2014, pg 57).  Let’s stop for a minute and analyze this.  Companies do not value IT certifications and value experience over anything else but the world of IT is constantly changing and less and less on the job training is being offered.  Companies expect employees to hit the ground running and already know how to do their job.  For example, just Google Jr. System Administrator positions in a major US city, say Dallas and one will find far fewer jobs than if they Googled System Administrator in the same city.  IT companies do not want to train and expect everyone to be experienced, but without training how does one gain experience?  Murphy then presents something that almost seems radical:
Another problem is that employers may be too picky when it comes to hiring. … The extensive use of online hiring applications … is not exactly helpful, says Peter Cappelli, an economist at the Wharton School’s Center for Human Resources.  Screening software can and does filter out otherwise- qualified people who just don’t have the right title or buzzword in their online resume- or have six years’ experience instead of seven.  Research done by the U.S. Federal Reserve revealed a nice tidbit: when there are lots of applications, employers tend to raise their standards, hoping to score a way-above-average hire. (Murphy, 2014, pg 57)
Murphy compares this to hunting a white elephant- they do exist but are just exceedingly rare.  Murphy points out that some companies become so obsessed with looking for this white elephant of a hire that they turn down many good applicants or that their pay is so low that when they do find that mythical white elephant that said elephant doesn’t want to work for the company.  Murphy then goes on to talk about how community college programs can be a huge boon and bring in more skilled people to a community.  Towards the end of her paper Murphy says this, “If businesses hired for skills, not experience, they could expand the pool of talent and also expand the ability of providers to get them the people they need” (Murphy, 2014, pg 116).  To sum up what Murphy has been saying is that companies should give employees a chance but at the same time employers need to step up and get degrees and certifications and yes even learn to read a ruler would not hurt them either!

What is the take away from all these author’s papers on the IT hiring process?  This author thinks it is important to note that everything before this point in the paper was written before March 14, 2020.  The global pandemic that has occurred since then shutting down schools and laying off thousands will be an inflection point as big as the 2008 Great Recession and possibly even bigger, but it is too early to tell just how the events of 2020 will shape the IT job market for certain.  Dr. Udeh showed us that some students are simply lazy and even when offered free certification avenues did not peruse it, the discussion on Reddit about hiring shows that employers have precious little time to fill vacancies and often resort to automated tools to cull the herds of applicants, but Murphy showed that if employers will take a little time and actually look at a prospective employee that they can frequently find a gem in the rough that can be polished into a fine employee.  As with most good research we are left with more questions at the end than when we began.  It is obvious from the research that both employees and employers need to step up and make changes.  Some prospective employees need to step up and seek out formalized study in community college, traditional universities, or even graduate school and then pursue industry certification.  In short, the Dr. Udeh studies showed they do not know as much as they think they know, but at the same time employers are not faultless in this either.  All too often an employer is hunting for that metaphorical white elephant and for example turning someone down with four years of experience in a technology and not five just because they would prefer five but four would have sufficed.  The big unanswered question from all of this research is how do employers process the massive pile of applications and give everyone a fair shot at the job but still get work done at the same time because going through every application by hand and interviewing every applicant would take far too long.  This author’s research has shown that there are no easy answers here and that both employers and employees need to improve.  With so much uncertainty in the world right now it is impossible to say what the world of IT job recruitment will look like in five years time, but something needs to change both from the prospective employee side and the prospective future employer side.
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