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FEATURE: BIG DATA

»

 SIZE MATTERS
Big data is what taxes the brains in finance and sales, right? Wrong.  
People analytics has become one of the most important strategic tools  
for HR to position their businesses for future growth.
BY CHELSEA WALLIS

BIG DATA IS A SYMPTOM OF OUR AGE. We are creating 
an ever-expanding universe of information that somehow needs 
to be collated, ordered and analysed before it overwhelms and 
gobbles us all up.

Getting someone else to do this for you is now a growing 
business in itself, set to be worth US$88bn (A$110bn) by 2021, 
according to research from US computer data storage  
company, EMC2 . 

This leviathan isn’t simply an issue for finance, sales and 
marketing departments. It has a key role to play in people 
analytics, giving HR professionals the skills and ability to 
support a general manager or c-suite with a near real-time gauge 
of a company’s cultural climate. Armed with the right data, HR 
professionals have the potential to identify adjustments that 
would improve productivity at a strategic level.

Up until now, it’s fair to say that HR departments have 
avoided devolving their people into numerical data, with some 
justification. But they’ve also missed the fact that they too have 
valuable data that can be consolidated and interpreted with an 
eye for patterns.

Global research conducted by Deloitte principal Josh Bersin, 
showed that only 14 per cent of businesses reported analytics 
capability in HR in 2013. This was compared to 81 per cent in 
finance, 77 per cent in operations, 58 per cent in sales and 56 per 
cent in marketing. 

An indication of how times are changing in this area, 
from Bersin’s research we also learn that 78 per cent of large 
companies with 10,000 or more employees rated HR and talent 
analytics as an “urgent” or “important” priority. 

It’s a trend that consultancies such as McKinsey are well 

aware of. “HR is a field driven by intuition – we’ve done this 
with company x and it should work here – but this doesn’t take 
context properly into account. The practice of throwing mud 
against the wall and hoping it sticks happens all too often,” 
explains McKinsey director, Tom Saar.”

There are two problems with this approach he says. Firstly 
there’s no aim at a particular cause, and there’s a long feedback 
loop before you know if your hypothesis is correct.

“We’re trying to become more surgical in selecting the areas 
to make a difference, so you get a multiplier effect from your 
actions, and a feedback loop that functions essentially in real 
time. That way you know if something works or not, and can fix 
it accordingly,” says Saar. 

“The benefit is how quickly you can change an organisation. 
The rule of thumb is that it’s a three to five-year journey to 
change culture. We’re trying to shorten that cycle, and I think 
predictive analytics is going to be the key to doing that.”

The first step towards real-time feedback boils down to the 
data of individuals, as HR explores the mix of employees, their 
experiences and their predispositions, to better understand the 
workforce as a whole. 

“We’ve seen organisations that can analyse email patterns 
to understand the level of connectedness between the different 
sites and functions,” says Saar. “It’s the kind of thing that 
wasn’t done much 10-15 years ago, but is now a commonplace 
analysis,” Saar says.

“You can harness data that already exists in the organisation 
– cultural surveys, engagement surveys, leadership surveys and 
360 feedback. All of that becomes data points.

“There’s other data, too, that organisations aren’t regularly 

“INDIVIDUAL COMPANIES WILL DEVELOP ‘SECRET 
RECIPES’ FOR SOURCING, ANALYSING AND 
EVALUATING HIRES BASED ON THEIR OWN DATA 
AND STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF THE MAKEUP OF THEIR 
IDEAL EMPLOYEE.”

POLARIS CONSULTING DIRECTOR, GEOFF DE LACY
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tapping into, such as exit interviews and assessment centre 
results [see below]. It uses some external tools, but it’s internal 
information about the company.

Recruitment potential
Recruitment and staffing is one area of HR where people 
analytics could lead to major improvements. Polaris Consulting 
director, Geoff De Lacy says that, despite the existence of 
recruitment models that rely on data from the government 
and major corporations, they remain “mind-bogglingly 
underutilised”.

“Recruiters still rely on line models that translate into 
face-to-face interviews against some sort of structured or general 
questioning. At the end of the day, they are proven to be limited 
in terms of reliability,” he says. 

Assessment centres, which some organisations use extensively 
for executive and graduate recruitment, are a slightly better 
method, he says. The centres combine interviews, extensive 
testing, experiential exercises and the views of two or more 
observers. However, both methods still fall short of the ideal 
that people analytics makes possible, says De Lacy. 

“It’s said that individual companies will develop ‘secret 
recipes’ for sourcing, analysing and evaluating hires based 
on their own data and statistical analysis of the makeup of 
their ideal employee,” De Lacy says. “With big data not only 
increasing in volume, but also in velocity and variety, it’s time  
to consider the full utilisation of available research in addition  
to the traditional panel or one-on-one interviews and  
reference checks.”

Unstructured data
If we consider this type of internal information as ‘structured 
data’, or data that is purposefully collected, then we begin to see 
how the traditional big data – the numbers in a spreadsheet – 
make sense as a point of comparison. 

At the Australian Public Service Commission’s, Dr David 
Schmidtchen, group manager of the human capital research and 
evaluation group, says it runs four big data collections each year, 
trawled from personnel data in public sector HR systems.

“We collect attitude and opinion data in the Australian public 
service [APS] employee census, with two-thirds of employees – 
99,000 people – responding to the survey,” he says. While much 
of this data is purposefully collected, some of it is captured 
‘unstructured data’, information generated as a result of an 
organisation or company’s primary function. 

“The thing about big data is that it is often unstructured – 
ssocial media, for example,” says Schmidtchen. “Out of the 
employee census, I get about 45,000 usable comments which 
are essentially unstructured data. From the APS employment 
database, we end up with 3.8 million data points every quarter.”

On that scale, human behaviours that are usually quite 
difficult to measure start to yield meaning. For example, a small 
sample of diversity data on Indigenous visibility is difficult to put 
into context. Is this small amount of data indicative of a greater 
trend? But with some pointed questions and intense filtering, the 
APS is able to draw conclusions from particular groups because 
of the sheer volume of unstructured data the census captures.

The real skill, says Schmidtchen, is bringing the discovered 
and deliberately collected data together, “ensuring that we » 
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FOUR STEPS TO 
WRESTLE THE DATA

Dr David Schmidtchen  
group manager of the human 
capital research and evaluation 
group of the Australian Public 
Service Commission

1. SET GOALS. 
Ask the questions:
Why do you need the data? 
What are you trying 
to inform?  
Why are you engaged in this? 

2. DEVELOP A THEORY. 
By thinking about how the 
data might fit together, you 
have a framework in which 
you can then go and collect 
information, giving you 
a hypothesis that can be 
tested.

 

3. WHAT DATA IS 
AVAILABLE? 
You may be using the 
organisation’s data or, 
depending on your goals, 
it could be your company’s 
Twitter feed. What do you 
need to collect to inform or 
test your hypothesis?

4. IS THIS A PARTIAL VIEW OR 
A COMPLETE VIEW? 
Consider comparing your data 
with other large data sets 
available from organisations 
such as the Australian Public 
Service’s employee census. 
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understand what it means, and how that is going to fit into the development of 
a strategy that ultimately leads to an improvement in performance.”

In summary, truly understanding your company’s data will likely require 
relevant points of external structured and unstructured data for comparison.

Skills for the future
Across the board, data collection and interpretation is growing into a desirable 
HR skill because of its potential to inform on policy and strategy. Asking the 
right questions is crucial in data collection, says Schmidtchen.

“Employee engagement is a good example. We used to ask the question: 
‘Are you satisfied in your job? Do you strongly agree? Do you strongly 
disagree?’ Many agreed they were satisfied in their job. To which my 
response was: so what? I might actually be satisfied in my job because I’m 
not doing anything.

“Now, instead of job satisfaction, we ask about four dimensions of 
job engagement. This way we know it’s linked to a number of different 
performance outcomes and can say, with relative confidence, whether 
engagement has a positive effect, for example. Stop at satisfaction and you 
only have a partial view.” 

At McKinsey & Company, Saar’s advice for future HR professionals is that 
they shouldn’t opt out of maths. 

“Even if you are focusing on an HR degree, take stats. It will pay 
dividends,” he says. “HR, like every other function, is getting data-ised, so get 
ready for it. You’re going to need those skills to have a seat at the table with 
your peers in the organisation.”

Deloitte’s Bersin, a long-time HR specialist, goes so far as to suggest that, as 
well as serious maths and data specialists aiming at taking on HR roles, people 
analytics may in time become its own separate division within a company.

“While it may reside in HR to begin with, over time this team takes 
[responsibility] for analysis of sales productivity, turnover, retention, accidents, 
fraud and even the people issues that drive customer retention and customer 
satisfaction,” he wrote in an article in Forbes this year. 

“These are all real-world business problems, not HR problems. The data 
that helps support these decisions includes experience, demographics, age, 
family status, as well as training, personality, intelligence and dozens of other 
factors,” says Bersin.

Whether or not such a division eventuates, it’s clear that big data and people 
analytics, as well as the technology that informs them, are poised for growth. 

RECRUITMENT FILTERS
LinkedIn Q&A with Adam Gregory, LinkedIn Asia-Pacific 
Talent Solutions Director, LinkedIn APAC  

Q Can HR professionals capitalise on the LinkedIn’s 
hiring/profile datasets?
Operating without insights from data is like shooting in the 
dark. Recruiters who can extract value out of the massive 
pool of data on the web to inform their recruiting strategy will 
define the future of talent acquisition.

According to a 2014 LinkedIn survey, two out of three 
recruiters don’t have the tools to understand the market and 
talent pool they are recruiting from. This is a real issue as 
talent acquisition teams with mature analytics are two times 
more likely to improve their recruiting efforts. 

Using data insights from LinkedIn, recruiters can 
determine whether their goals for talent acquisition are 
realistic, given what the data says is available. One way to 
check size and availability of talent pools is to refer to the 
talent pool reports. Recruiters could also look at the network 
connectedness of the identified pool and check out how 
connected they are with the company’s existing employees, 
as they are more likely to be receptive to messages.

Q How important is big data to HR professionals?

Becoming more comfortable with using data insights to 
make more informed decisions is going to be a core skill that 
differentiates HR professionals from their competition.

LinkedIn’s Australian Recruiting Trends Report 2015 
shows that only 13 per cent of Australian recruiting leaders 
think they are using data to help drive more impactful 
recruiting activities – far behind the global average.  

Q What are the challenges of viewing and analysing 
large amounts of user-provided data?

We know that sifting through numerous candidate profiles 
or CVs is a daunting task. We also know that hiring volumes 
are expected to grow faster than hiring budgets, which 
means that recruiters need to become more efficient.

LinkedIn offers powerful search capabilities that allow 
recruiters to quantify the total addressable market, filter 
through large data sets and narrow down their search 
criteria. Our solutions offer insights and analytical tools 
to research and refine the target talent pool by providing 
recommendations that match search criteria and ultimately 
reach the prospective candidates directly through InMails. 

“PEOPLE ANALYTICS MAY IN TIME BECOME ITS OWN 
SEPARATE DIVISION WITHIN A COMPANY.”

TOM SAAR, DIRECTOR OF CONSULTANTS, MCKINSEY & COMPANY
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