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Abstract

This article considers the practice of hiring former students of the institution for permanent positions.  Two institutions and twelve individuals participated in this qualitative study and descriptions of the experience are provided.  Several findings resulted and are detailed.  A brief reference list is included.

Introduction
Have you hired your institution’s former-students for permanent positions in your office?  Has that practice been positive or negative?  If your experience has been a “mixed-blessing” you are in good company.

 Many of us have listened to the arguments pro and con for hiring and promoting from within the organization.  Some would argue that such a practice allows an organization to train its own workforce, that it boosts the morale among current employees, and that it recognizes the quality of the organization.  On the flip side, others argue that it is a form of institutional incest and limits the growth and development that can occur when “fresh eyes” are brought into an organization.  Whether you identify with the pro side of this practice, or are among the doubters, you have no doubt experienced positive and negative results when former-students of the college or university are hired for permanent positions. 

 This article will discuss the practice of hiring former-students and the findings from a brief study involving two public, four-year schools in the northwest.  Directors, supervisors, and former-student employees were surveyed and interviewed for this article.  

[image: image3.wmf]


Background

Hiring new employees can be one of the greatest challenges a manager encounters in executing his or her duties.  Without a good staff, an organization may experience difficulty delivering good customer service, productivity may suffer, and office morale may be damaged.  It is critical for the hiring official to consider carefully those who are hired for even the most basic entry-level position because of the impact that a new staff member can make on office climate.  As a supervisor, this author has had the opportunity to hire employees for positions at the entry-level to directors of large administrative units.  The applicant pool for these positions often included former-students, recent graduates, and soon-to-be graduates.  As a manger responsible for hiring and placing personnel, this author believes internal recruiting, when practical, is an excellent management tool and consequently, for many positions, former-students were hired.  However, these hires have often presented challenges unique to bringing a former-student into a professional office.  The brief investigation conducted for this article revealed that the supervisors who participated in this study have also experienced challenges with this form of hiring-from-within.  

Theoretical Framework

There is not a strong literature base concerning the practice of hiring former-students in educational institutions. A recent article makes the case for hiring former-students for the faculty (Monk, 2003).  However several studies that have investigated hiring former employees and the practice of hiring and promoting from within suggest that, if caution is exercised, former employees and/or promoting current employees can greatly benefit an organization.  Avery (2000) suggests that recruiting from within strengthens employee retention since a current employee seeking new challenges within the same organization is more likely to remain loyal to that organization as he or she advances.  Grensing-Pophal (2002) states that filling positions with internal candidates can be the most efficient and effective method of hiring, shortcutting employee orientation and assimilation.
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Participants and Context of the Study

Six directors and supervisors and six former-student employees from two participating institutions were surveyed and interviewed for this study.  For this study, former-student is defined as an individual who attended and/or graduated or would soon-to-be-graduated from the employing institution.  Each of the employers and the employees surveyed for this study worked in Student Affairs’ offices in the study institutions although none of the former-student employees worked for the director/supervisors participating in this study.  The sample method used was the purposeful sampling method, described by Gay (1996).  

Each director and supervisor had hired at least one former-student for a position within his or her office during the past year.  The positions filled by former-students included two entry-level clerical positions, an entry-level professional position, two mid-level supervisory positions, and an assistant director position.  The former-students were recent graduates (two years or less from date graduation at the time of hire), soon-to-be graduates (would graduate within six months from the date of hire), and two former-students had graduated more than two years prior to their date of hire.  

Research Question

Because managers understand the need for making good hiring decisions, former-students are frequently considered.  Based on institutional policy and practice, these candidates can be either actively sought or shunned in the search process.   Some managers actively encourage former students to apply for positions recognizing that a former student may bring familiarity of the institution, experience with the institution’s culture, and an understanding that an outside candidate would lack.  Other managers shy away from considering a former-student because the managers believe they need a fresh perspective that only an outside candidate can bring to the position.  The research question that guided this study attempts to explore this dichotomy in managerial approaches:  Do organizations benefit from hiring former-students for permanent positions?

Research Design

The study was designed using the analytic induction method developed by Bogdan and Biklen (1998).  After selecting the subjects for the study, each was asked to complete a brief, open-ended survey that sought descriptions of their respective experiences as hiring officials or as a former-student hired by the organization.  After analyzing the survey results, each subject was interviewed by the author and asked questions regarding their experiences.  The data was classified and categorized using the “perspectives held by subjects” technique discussed by Bogdan and Biklen (1998).  After analyzing the transcripts of the interviews and the survey results, the conclusions emerged naturally from the data.  

Data Collection

As stated in Bogdan and Biklen (1998), “Individuals who share a particular trait but do not form groups can be subjects in a qualitative study, but interviewing is usually a better approach here than participant observation.”  The twelve subjects selected for this study were initially asked to complete a brief, open-ended survey, and then were interviewed by the author.  The surveys were administered using a paper and pencil instrument, while the interviews were conducted via telephone.  Each subject was individually interviewed.

Prior to selecting the study sample, surveying the individuals, or conducting the telephone interviews, the human resources departments at the two participating institutions were asked to provide descriptions of the respective institutions’ practices and policies regarding candidate eligibility and suitability.  The human resources departments were also asked to provide copies of the institutions’ internal hiring and promotion policies, which served as background information for the study.  Additionally, a request for approval to conduct a study involving human subjects was submitted for review by the participating institutions.

The survey prompts and interview questions were the primary data collection method and were open-ended to ensure survey and interview validity.  The survey prompts are listed in Tables 1a and 1b.  The interview questions are listed in Tables 2a and 2b.

	Table 1a:  Survey Prompts for Directors and Supervisors

	1. Please describe your personal opinion on hiring former-students for permanent positions in your office/organization.

	2. Please describe your typical hiring process.

	3. Please describe your typical new-employee orientation and training program.  Do you modify orientation and/or training for former-students?

	4. Please describe the performance expectations for newly hired staff.  Are your expectations different if the new staff member is a former-student? 


	Table 1b:  Survey Prompts for Former-Student Employees

	1. Please explain why you sought employment with the college/university that you attended?

	2. Is this your first permanent position?  If not, have you worked at other colleges/universities?

	3. How would you describe your experience as an employee of the college/university you attended?  If positive, why?  If negative, why?

	4. Do you consider your association with the college/university as a student beneficial or a hindrance in your current position?  Had you anticipated this (beneficial or hindrance) when you sought the position?


	Table 2a:  Interview Questions for Directors and Supervisors

	1. Does your institution have a formal or informal policy that encourages hiring and promotion from within?

	2. Do you believe some rather than all positions are appropriate for former-students?  If only some, which ones?

	3. Describe your experience in hiring former-students?  If the experience has been positive, why?  If the experience has been negative, why?

	4. Were you acquainted with the former-student prior to hiring the individual?  If you were acquainted with the former-student, did the individual work for you or in your office as a student?

	5. What particular benefits, if any, would you attribute to hiring a former-student for a permanent position in your office or organization?

	6. What particular challenges, if any, would you attribute to hiring a former-student for a permanent position in your office or organization?

	7. If the opportunity occurs, will you hire a former-student for another position?


	Table 2b:  Interview Questions for Former-Student Employees

	1. Does your institution have a formal or informal policy that encourages hiring and promotion from within?

	2. Did you work for the institution when you were a student?  Were you active in student organizations?

	3. Did you know your supervisor before being hired?  Did you work in this or a similar office as a student?

	4. Please describe the employee orientation or training you received when you were hired.

	5. Describe the benefits to your performance of your prior experience as a student of the college/university.

	6. Describe the challenges to your performance that arise because of your former-student status.

	7. Would you accept this position again, if you had it to do over?


As anticipated, the interviews deviated slightly from the questions above as subjects described their experiences.

Data Analysis

Categorization and transcription analyses were completed shortly after receiving the survey responses and the interviews were conducted with the respective respondents.  The interviews were coded separately as a form of triangulation.  After gathering the survey response and interview transcripts, the data was sorted by the subjects’ attitudes respective to hiring or being employed as former-students and then by the nature of the experiences, that is whether the experience was positive, negative, or mixed (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).  The following validity issues were considered:

1. Construct validity.  Because the study focused on the attitudes of the directors and supervisors and the former-student employees toward employing former-students, questions were asked about their perceptions.

2. Internal validity.  Since this study seeks only the employer and employee perceptions and attitudes about their experiences and does attempt to determine causal relationships, the concept of internal validity is irrelevant in this study.

3. External validity.  Because this study illuminates employer and employee perceptions regarding the employment experience, it can perhaps be generalized to similar employment experiences.  However, some caution must be exercised in making such generalization because of the small sample under study and the unique cultural characteristics of institutions.

4. Reliability.  This study discusses the employer and employee’s individual perceptions and experiences.  Therefore, other researchers, using the same subjects, the same survey and interview instruments, and the same procedures would probably arrive at the same conclusions.  The issue of importance here is the employer and employee perceptions and experiences, which would remain constant and not influenced by the individual researcher.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this study can be sorted into three main categories of experience: an overall positive experience in hiring former-students; an overall negative experience in hiring former-students; and, a mixed (positive and negative) experience in hiring former-students.

[image: image5.wmf]
Positive Experience in Hiring Former-students

Three of the director and supervisor subjects and three of the former-student subjects reported that the employment experience was positive overall, even though minor negative experiences were reported.  Among the most positive aspects reported by the seven individuals included:
· the boost to morale that a hire and promotion from within policy had in the organization

· a recognition that former-students brought a unique perspective on the institution that could benefit and encourage improvements where needed

· that former-students “knew” the institution and time needed to familiarize a new employee to the institutional culture could be saved

· all assumed the loyalty and dedication of a former-student employee.

Of the positive aspects of hiring former-students, the most emphasized was the benefit of the morale boost resulting from hiring a former-student.  While each of the director/supervisors and former-students who cited this as a positive, articulated this benefit very adroitly, it was difficult to determine whether or not the benefit arose solely from their perception of hiring a former-student or from hiring an “insider” for the position.  In other words, when asked specifically whether the benefit could be achieved by promoting a permanent employee into the position or if it was achieved only by hiring the former-student, the subjects were not able to make that distinction.   Nevertheless, all who held that this hiring practice benefited the organization, believed very strongly in that the end result of higher morale was a direct result of the practice.

The second most frequently mentioned positive aspect is the unique perspective a former-student is able to bring to the employing institution.  This appears to hold whether or not the staff member had been a student worker in the office or a similar office.  One director/supervisor stated that the former-student employee’s unique insight and willingness to offer opinions on processes resulted in significant improvements to inefficient processes.   

The director/supervisors and the former-students who listed this hiring practice as a positive cited familiarity with the institution and its culture as an important attribute that the former-student employee brought to the position. Directors/supervisors noted that a former-student employee required much less time to become competent in applying judgments based on institutional policy than newly hired staff members who had been hired from outside.  

Directors/supervisors and former-student employees believed the former-student employees’ loyalty and dedication to the institution to be much more reliable than someone not having had the student experience with the institution.  When questioned more closely on this assumption, both supervisors and employees suggested that loyalty to the institution was the primary reason the former-student had sought employment with the institution.

Two of the three director/supervisors stated that they had taken extra care in developing a special orientation and initial training program for former-students.  When questioned on the reason for this a variety of explanations were offered but the reasons generally focused on the need to ensure a smooth transition from student to professional.  This extra care was considered especially important for recent or soon-to-be graduates.  One director/supervisor stated it this way, “Being on the other side of the counter can cause conflict for a former-student employee, especially when the employee must tell a student the answer is “No”.”  All of the director/supervisors noted that they generally held the new staff member under close supervision for a period of time after the hire to ensure a smooth transition if the individual was a recent or soon-to-be graduate.  

The former-student employees, especially those who were recent graduates or soon-to-be graduates at the time of their hire, noted that in the early stages of their employment they often had to stop themselves from  “thinking and acting like a student,” when confronted with difficult situations.  One employee reported that it was the most difficult when counseling prospective students about some of the institution’s less attractive aspects such as large freshman classes and the cost of attendance.  The employee stated that the orientation and mentoring made available by his supervisors was helping a great deal in becoming an effective professional staff member.
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Negative Experience in Hiring Former-students  

Interestingly, only one director/supervisor categorized the experience of hiring a former-student as negative overall.  The employer noted that the former-student employee, a graduate of the institution’s graduate school, had been away from the institution for several years during which time the institution had changed significantly.  The employer believed the former-student employee questioned the need for the changes and stated that the employee declared many of the changes were anti-student.  While the director/supervisor vowed to continue to work with the employee to help the employee recognize that the changes were needed and were progressive, it appeared that the employee would soon be leaving the institution.

The director/supervisor described the former-student employee’s orientation and training as “the same as for any other new employee.”  The former-student employee reported to one of the director’s subordinate supervisors and the director had had little contact with the new employee until the employee’s undesirable performance and behavior had been brought to the director’s attention.  When asked if the director/supervisor would employ other former-students, the answer was a qualified “yes,” dependent on the position and the candidate.  When asked if the new employee orientation and training would be modified to accommodate a former-student’s perception of the institution, the director stated that it was very possible that changing the orientation would be considered.

None of the former-student employees reported an overall negative experience.  

Mixed Experience in Hiring Former-students

Every one of the subjects reported at least one negative employment experience, however only two of the director/supervisors and three of the former-student employees rated their experience in hiring former-students for permanent positions as being mixed overall, that is the experiences were equally beneficial and negative – a “mixed blessing.”  

One director/supervisor reported that the institutional culture to hire former-students was so strong that to hire candidates who had not attended or graduated from the institution would have been frowned upon.  Consequently, the director/supervisor felt pressured to consider only former-students and noted that this might have biased the perception and attitude toward the practice of hiring former-student for permanent positions.

Overall, the director/supervisors and the former-student employees agreed that there were definite benefits in hiring former-students for many types of positions.  Primarily, the perception is that the benefit appeared to be a result of the former-student employees’ familiarity with the institution, especially its culture and practices.  However this familiarity could quite easily lead to challenges since it was possibly more difficult for former-student employees to accept change in the institution or in procedures the institution employed.  One director/supervisor reported that a former-student employee who had also been a student workstudy in the office prior to graduation was often the most resistant of all the office’s workers to accept changes.  

Several former-student employees and two of the director/supervisors reported that it required special attention during the employees’ orientation and training to overcome a sense of knowing everything there was to know about the institution.  Frequently, former-student employees brought misperceptions and misunderstandings with them to their professional position.  Both the new employees and the director/supervisors reported that the former-student employees frequently had to be taught to question their long-held beliefs about the institution because they were frequently wrong.  Former-student employees also did not initially understand that practice and policy were often based on state or federal laws and could not be easily changed.

Three of the directors/supervisors and one of the former-student-employees noted that prior experience in the hiring office or a similar office was a significant factor in a smooth transition from student status to employee status.  The directors/supervisors observed that former-students who had worked in the same or a similar office came into their position with a greater understanding of the office’s business processes and procedures than did a former-student who had not had that experience.  The former-student-employee who made this observation noted that the transition to employee status had begun during the time when he had been employed as a student in that office.  These respondents reported that the employees showed less stress and insecurity during the transition, whether the former-student-employee was a recent or not so recent graduate. 

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to determine whether, on the whole, hiring former-students for permanent positions positively benefited a higher education organization.  While the results support the research question that there is a positive benefit to the organization to hire the institution’s former-students, it is a qualified support.  It appeared from the findings that the positive benefits were more likely to be achieved when the former-students were prepared for their permanent positions with a modified orientation and training program, especially if the former-student employees were recent or soon-to-be graduates of the institution.  It appeared that some former-student employees in the early stages of their employment experienced difficulty in identifying as members of the college/university’s professional staff rather than as a student of the institution.  

Due to the small size of the sample for this study, it would be inappropriate to suggest that the findings from this study could be widely generalized to all colleges and universities that hire former-students in permanent positions.  It would appear appropriate, however, to note that the findings do suggest that hires and placements of former-students are more likely to be successful when care and attention are given to the newly hired employees’ orientation, training, and mentoring, especially if the employee is a recent or soon-to-be graduate of the institution.  Additionally, former-students who had been employed in the same or similar office as students were perhaps more likely to experience less stress and insecurity during the early stages of employment.

Overall, hiring former-students appears to be beneficial to student affairs offices.   Further study would include an in-depth look at orientation and training programs that appear to be successful for this particular class of employees as well as a broader examination of this particular hiring practice.
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