The Glassdoor Impact

How Employer Review Sites
Affect Recruiting Results
The Rise of Reputation Sites
Within the past few years, formerly private information about employers has suddenly exploded into public
view. Employer reputation sites like Glassdoor have made it easy for millions of employees to review their
employment situation anonymously and easily, from the safety of their own smartphone. A casual Google
search reveals a treasure trove of potentially damaging information about both employers and top executives
at those organizations. For executives, it’s like receiving a televised 360-degree performance review from
their harshest critics.
This ready access to “insider” information has fundamentally reshaped the dynamics of the hiring process.
But the impact goes far beyond hiring. Your disaffected former employees now have the ability to
damage not only your future recruiting efforts, but also your personal career prospects.
As a top executive in a poorly rated organization, you will need to be prepared
to answer tough questions about your role in creating an unpleasant
work environment. These questions may come from your
current board of directors, and will almost certainly
arise when you take interviews with other
organizations. As everyone who ever
worked at Enron knows, executive
career prospects always rise
and fall in correlation to their
employer’s reputation.
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Why Glassdoor Is Not Going Away
Glassdoor is one of the fastest growing career sites, with more visitors than CareerBuilder. From Amazon to
Yelp, review sites are everywhere, and for every purpose. Glassdoor may not always remain the dominant force
in employer reputation management, but employer reviews are here to stay – the social trends supporting their
rise are simply too powerful.
Glassdoor and other social media brands like Facebook and LinkedIn heavily promote social engagement because the more friends you bring to the party, the more money they make. For Glassdoor-style reputation
sites, increasing the number of reviews makes the site more useful, and it makes commenting more socially
acceptable. Today everyone is a critic, and everyone participates – just like “American Idol.” Reviews are now
democratized, no longer limited to the professional, the eccentric, or the snob. For participants, posting a review is
empowering. Commenting is seen as a social good. It is not seen as revenge, but as a duty to warn others.
Reviews matter. The MIT Technology Review found an astonishing 98% of online shoppers read product reviews
before deciding what to buy. The Edelman Trust Barometer shows that people are far more likely to trust anonymous reviewers than company CEOs. The most credible aspect of your employment brand is being formed
outside of your control. As Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos said, “Your brand is what other people say about you when
you’re not in the room.”
When faced with bad reviews, some executives direct HR to “fix it” online. If you have received this charge, here
is how to respond to your critics online. But bad online reviews are not an online problem. They are a real life
problem.

The solution to bad employer reviews is to use the information to
redesign your hiring process and rethink your employment practices.
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How to Manage a Good Reputation
You may currently enjoy the benefits of a good online reputation, or perhaps have no online comments
whatsoever. Take advantage of that situation to begin shaping the narrative about your organization. If you
align what you say about yourself with how you actually treat people, you are far less likely to create the
kinds of grumpy former employees who comment online.
Executives often assume that employees all describe the workplace in similar ways. This is rarely true.
The view from the top is different than the view from the bottom.
One key to reputation management is authenticity. Find out what your rank and file people value and
enjoy about your workplace. Understand how you compare to other employers who might want to hire your
employees. One good way to do this is to ask your new employees what surprised them and how your
workplace varied from their expectations. Listen carefully to the language people use to describe your
work environment. That is the language you should be using, because that is the employment experience
you are actually delivering.
The second key to reputation management is candor and consistency. The whole employment experience should be “cut from the same cloth.” Your new hires
should know what to expect, and get what they expect
from the initial interview right on through their first year,
including their first performance review. If you are collaborative to a fault, admit it up front. If you are a bit stuck
in your ways, admit it. If you are incredibly demanding,
admit it.

Your most damaging
online reviews will come
from unmet expectations
and perceived hypocrisy –
pretending to be something
you are not.

The Effect of Bad Reviews on Recruiting
We have carefully studied the impact of reputation on recruiting, and here is what we have learned.
One or two bad reviews might be embarrassing, but they are nothing to lose sleep over.
Ignore them and move on. Once you have 4 or more credible reviewers that seem
to agree on what is wrong, you will probably start to see a modest impact on your
recruiting results. Whether you are running job ads or directly recruiting people,
great online reviews will slightly improve candidate responsiveness to your recruiting efforts, and bad reviews will slightly depress candidate responsiveness. But the overall impact is generally small, in our experience.
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So if recruiting response rates are largely unaffected, what
exactly is the real life impact of a mediocre-to-bad online
reputation on recruiting? Some reputation-sensitive
candidates will shy away from firms with poor reputations.
They will not answer ads or respond to recruiting efforts.
You will not be able to engage them in conversation. Ignore
them. Until you improve your reputation, there is nothing
you can do to attract them, so focus your attention where
you can make a real difference.

With a bad reputation,
you are starting your
recruiting conversation
at a considerable
disadvantage.

How Candidates Evaluate Your Reputation
To deal with a bad reputation, you must first understand the mechanics of how people process information.
People do not believe everything they read, but they often seek information that supports their thinking. The
more data points someone has to back their opinions, the more certain that opinion becomes. This is the
new reality, so you need to know how to handle it.
Let us say you are buying a new car, and have no strong opinion about which car you want. So you make a
list of cars in your budget, and take some test drives, doing your best to ignore the salesperson. Nothing the
salesperson says makes a difference; they just waste your time. Eventually, you find a car you like. You have
formed an opinion, but that opinion is not yet certain. You are not yet ready to buy.
You go home after the drive and read Car and Driver. Their reviewer loves the car, for all of the reasons you
did. Suddenly you feel much more certain of your opinion, and more confident in your buying decision. An
objective third party validated your opinion. You feel relieved. Decision made, you are now ready to go
negotiate with the salesman.
But what if the Car and Driver reviewer hated the car you drove? In this case, your cognitive
dissonance would probably make you less certain about your choice. That bad review
might not change your mind, but you might need to seek additional information before
you are convinced to buy the car. In looking for more information, you will continue to
discount the salesperson and their agenda. You will likely look for other reviews or
unbiased sources of information.
To limit the damage caused by your bad online reviews, learn more about
how certainty transforms persuasion, and apply those lessons to your recruiting process.
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How to Interview When You Have a Bad Reputation
Candidates may doubt
what you tell them, but
they will always believe
the opinions they form
on their own.

•

•

•

Most candidates arrive at their first interview having already
formed an initial impression about you, based on the online
reviews. And during their interactions with you, they are gathering
data to confirm or disprove their suspicions. Your behavior during
the hiring process will either change their initial opinion, or cement
it into certainty. You have a one-time opportunity to change the
narrative during the hiring process, but until you accept that you
are starting from a significant disadvantage, you won’t be effective.
As the hiring manager, you can respond to your bad reviews in
one of three ways:

Put your head in the sand: You ignore the bad reviews and give your normal interview, which
assumes your job is super-attractive and that great people should be lined up around the block
to take it. This scenario forgets that everything you do is being viewed through the lens of the
bad review. Your bad reputation will be cemented. The most attractive candidates will
mysteriously land other jobs, “decide to stay with their current employer” or find other ways
to decline a second interview.
Try to talk your way out of trouble: You talk endlessly about all the wonderful aspects of your
company, hoping that candidates believe you instead of anonymous reviewers. Maybe you try
to trash-talk the reviewers as being dishonest.This scenario forgets that nobody in their right
mind listens to the car salesperson. Similar to Option 1, your most attractive candidates will opt
out of continuing the interview sequence.
Tackle it head on: You read your harshest Glassdoor reviews and work hard to understand
why people felt that way. You ponder why people were so disappointed
in their employment experience. You accept
and own your role in creating the problems
described online, so you can do a better job
of setting authentic expectations for your
next hire. You demonstrate how you are working to address the concerns brought up
in the Glassdoor reviews.

If online reviews say your organization lacks career advancement, do not just talk like the car salesman.
Invite candidates to meet with three people who were promoted. We call this an “engineered epiphany.”
Candidates may doubt what you tell them, but they will always believe the opinions they form on their
own. Engineer the interview experience so that the conclusions candidates form about your organization
are favorable.
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Conclusion
When you create an interview experience that addresses the natural concerns of candidates, and allows them to
gather their own information, they will chalk up your bad reviews to disgruntled former employees or old habits
your organization has made efforts to change. You will earn the benefit of the doubt and be well on your way to
hiring the right people with properly calibrated expectations.
Reputation problems often arise when organizations have fallen out of step with current trends in the job market
or when executives fail to realize how their actions are being interpreted by their employees. Reputation repair
can often take a year or longer. But it is entirely possible. As your happy new hires begin to give you fresh new
positive reviews, and as the old reviews begin to look dated, even the most reputation-sensitive candidates will
start to give you a second look.
Read our case study of how we used this approach to repair a client’s damaged reputation, resolve their recruiting
problems, and reduce their new hire turnover rate from 67% to 10%. In less than a year, our client went from a
glut of morale damaging position vacancies to a backlog of highly qualified employee referrals.
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