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Goal
A strategy for empowering and enabling employees to successfully refer high numbers of quality candidates 
to the organization

Description
Facing low unemployment among systems engineers and fi erce competition for talent from bigger, brand 
name companies, MITRE was looking for new ways to leverage current employees’ social networks to 
attract and recruit needed talent. MITRE enables employees to act as promoters of the employment value 
proposition by providing them with the information and support that they need to successfully refer strong 
candidates. 

Key Teaching
It is not the size of the referral bonus that is important to a successful employee referral program but the 
organization’s ability to provide employees with the information and tools they need to effectively identify 
and attract potential candidates from their social networks.

Likely Return on Investment
• Increase in employee referrals
• Increase in quality of candidates

Organization: MITRE Corporation
Industry: System Engineering
Revenue: Non-Profi t
Employees: 6,399
Headquarters: Bedford, Mass., United States

Employee Recruiters

Source: MITRE Corporation; Corporate Leadership Council research.
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25%

34%

Practice Driver
MITRE’s attempts to attract talent within a tight labor market where unemployment is low and competition for 
talent from larger, better-known competitors is high, drive the organization to focus on employee referrals as an 
important channel for hiring right-fi t talent. However, in 2003 the organization was experiencing only moderate 
success, with 34% of hires coming from referrals compared with a U.S. organization average of 25%. 

An Unleveraged Weapon in the War for Talent
Driven by low unemployment 

within target talent populations…

Unemployment Rate for 
United States—Software Engineers

…and tough, “brand name” 
competition for that scarce talent…

MITRE’s Talent Competitors

• SAIC

• Lockheed Martin Corporation

• Northrop Grumman Corporation

• Accenture Ltd.

…MITRE was turning to employees 
as the most successful channel to 

attract right-fi t candidates…

MITRE’s Applicant-to-Hire Ratio by Source

2003

…but only experiencing moderate success

Percentage of New Hires 
Originating from Employee Referrals

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
0%

10%

20%

Percentage 
Unemployed

60:1
Source: Applications for 
advertised openings (active 
candidates)

18:1
Source: Referrals from current 
employees (often passive 
candidates)

Referrals Yield More Right-Fit Candidates
The probability of fi nding the right talent is three 
times higher through employee referrals than 
through general applications.

Percentage 
of New Hires 
Originating 

from 
Employee 
Referrals

U.S. 
Organization 

Average

MITRE
(2003)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; MITRE Corporation; Recruiting Roundtable 
Process Benchmarking Suite; Corporate Leadership Council research.
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Supporting Organizational Advocates
MITRE’s HR department increases the level of information and support 

provided to employees to actively promote the organization’s EVP

MITRE’s Approach to Leveraging Employee Networks to Attract Talent

Practice in Context

 Organizations are overly focused on 
employee referral incentives as the driver 
of a successful referral program.

1 MITRE Increases Employee Awareness 
About Organizational Talent Needs and the 

Organization’s Value Proposition

Organizational Challenges Organizational Challenges

Not (Only) About the Referral Bonus
“We realized that our employees were committed to MITRE and actually wanted to 
champion the organization, they just didn’t know how. It was therefore up to us to 
provide the necessary insight and support in order to leverage that commitment to 
attract talent.”

 Gary Cluff
 Corporate Recruiting Director
 MITRE Corporation

 Employees are too limited when 
thinking about potential networks 
to promote the EVP.

 Employees are unaware of organizational 
talent needs and the organization’s EVP.

 Employees often lack the tools 
and support to promote the EVP 
effectively.

Source: MITRE Corporation; Corporate Leadership Council research.

2 MITRE Provides the Tools and Support 
Needed for Employees to Leverage 

Their Networks Effectively

MITRE’s HR department enables the workforce to be more effective at attracting talent by enhancing awareness 
about the organization’s talent needs and employment value proposition. In addition, HR provides employees 
with recruiting tools to maximize the attraction effectiveness of their networking activities. Contrary to common 
practice, MITRE does not believe that the referral bonus is the main driver of employees’ willingness to recruit 
talent for the organization. MITRE believes that success stems from providing engaged employees with the insights 
and tools they need to fi nd right-fi t candidates within their social networks.
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Recruiter Update

• Update on current talent 
needs

• How to effectively sell the 
MITRE value proposition

• Brainstorming from team 
on where to fi nd great 
talent

The Information They Need
MITRE frequently provides employees with insight into talent needs 

and how to effectively promote the organization to potential job seekers

Ten-Minute Employee Referral Discussion at Monthly Team Meetings

Step #1: Raise Employee Awareness of Attraction Goals

Recruiter

Staff Meeting

Additional Awareness-Building Activities
• New-Hire Involvement—HR introduces a referral program during formal onboarding 

presentation and provides practical advice for new hires to get involved. HR follows up 
with referral reminder e-mail 30 and 60 days after onboarding.

• Executive Promotion—CEO and executive team actively promote employee referrals 
and share referral success stories during companywide presentations.

• Organizational Promotion—HR constantly refreshes referral promotional material 
and promotes material at employee-wide gatherings and events.

Employees

Source: MITRE Corporation; Corporate Leadership Council research.

Collaborative environment forces 
employees to think “outside the box” 
when exploring their social network for 
potential candidates.

Frequently updated take-home material 
describes specifi c talent needs, and is also 
posted throughout the organization.

HR embeds a recruiting update into monthly team meetings across the organization to highlight current talent 
needs, provide insights into how to sell the organization’s EVP, and generate leads about where to fi nd great talent. 
In addition, HR builds awareness about the organization’s EVP and talent needs through established events and 
programs.

Recruiters participate in regular 
staff meetings across business 
units and functions to provide 
information on talent needs and 
identify potential candidate pools.

Results from New-Hire Survey

“What Factors Convinced 
You to Join MITRE?”

HR team facilitates information about 
the most attractive aspects of the MITRE 
value proposition to employees.

Salary Work/Life Nature of 
Work

People Professional 
Development

Job 
Security
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Think about:

People you meet at technical symposia

Speakers you hear at professional conferences

Impressive individuals you meet in the airport/
on the bus/at a restaurant/etc.

Respected former workmates from past 
employers

Classmates from your alma mater

Here’s how Steve Roe encouraged his alumnae 

friends to consider joining MITRE. “I browsed 

through the jobs database and saw what positions 

were available, and what might be a good match for 

my friends’ skill sets. Also, I thought my resume 

had worked pretty well, so I sent copies to my 

friends so they could see what got me in the door 

here. I talked to them about the role MITRE plays 

in working with customers, so they had a solid 

understanding of MITRE before they even sent in 

their resumes or came in for interviews.

Step #2: Provide Employees with Ongoing Support to Drive Referral Activity

The Support They Need
MITRE provides support material 
for employees to use at social and 

professional events…

Employee Networking Cards

…promotes employee involvement 
in new online social networking tools…

Social Networking Tools

…and shares best practices for how to leverage networks to generate referrals

Promotional Materials—“Where to Find Candidates?”*

MITRE Talent 
Needs

Employee Potential 
Candidate

Employee

Don’t limit your referrals to friends, 
neighbors and family members.

Looking Beyond 
“Friends and Family”

• HR continually pushes 
employees to think beyond 
active job seekers as potential 
candidates.

• Suggestions are provided 
for how to leverage new or 
unusual sourcing channels to 
fi nd passive candidates.

Sharing Best Practices
HR identifi es employees who make 
the most referrals, and profi les the 
tactics that generated their referral 
success:

• Where did they fi nd candidates?
• How did they approach them?
• What information did they share 

to get them interested in MITRE?

Social Networking 
Tools

• Jobster.com
• Linkedin.com
• H3.com
• YorZ.com

MITRE supplies its employees with candidate referral materials such as networking cards, to maximize referrals 
from employees’ social and professional interactions with potential candidates. Best practices on fi nding, 
approaching, and securing applications from candidates are promoted through HR support materials.

* See Appendix page 130, “Employee Referral Templates.” Source: MITRE Corporation; Corporate Leadership Council research.
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2003 2004

34%

52%

Higher Quantity and Quality
MITRE’s efforts to leverage employee networks 
have led to more employee-referred new hires…

Increase in New Hires Coming from Employee Referrals at MITRE

2003–2005

Results

Percentage 
of New Hires 
from Referrals

Annual 
Turnover

…as well as better retention

Industry Average Versus MITRE Systems Engineer Turnover Rates

2005

Source: American Electronics Association; MITRE Corporation; 
Corporate Leadership Council research.

Industry Average MITRE

23.7%

5.0%

Since launching its employee referral support initiative in 2003, MITRE has experienced an 18% increase in the 
proportion of total new hires sourced through employee referrals, while achieving a turnover rate of just 5% against 
the industry benchmark of 23.7%.
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Council Assessment:
Employee Recruiters

Caveat

While it is crucial that organizations raise employee awareness of talent 
needs and provide them with tools to support their referral efforts, 
MITRE sees particular success with this tactic because its workforce is 
highly engaged. Coupling this approach with an overall effort to improve 
the engagement of the workforce will provide greatest returns for 
member organizations.

Implementation Tips

• Embed Referral Scheme Promotion Activity into Day-to-Day Work—
MITRE succeeds at rasing the profi le of the referral scheme by 
embedding the program into staff meetings, new-hire presentations, 
and executive talks, as well as more traditional organization-wide 
promotion materials.

• Mitigate Problems Caused by Elimination of Cash Bonuses—While 
MITRE’s approach stems from an understanding that it is not the 
size of the referral bonus but providing engaged employees with 
the tools and insight that they need to successfully refer that drives 
talent attraction, the organization has not completely eliminated 
referral rewards. MITRE provides a token recruitment reward (e.g., 
electronic gadget) in place of a cash bonus.

Organizational Road Map for Action
Increase employee awareness about the organization’s talent needs 
by providing employees with specifi c information about the types 
of talent the organization needs and the roles the organization is 
seeking to fi ll.

Provide employees with the tools and support needed to leverage 
their networks effectively.

Facilitate employee best practice sharing about tactics for leveraging 
networks to generate referrals.


