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This guide aims to give an overview of the recruitment process – which is 
essentially the same whatever the post – as an introduction to issues specific to 
the recruitment of staff with responsibility for digital developments.  The guide 
also offers examples of phrases you can use in job descriptions and person 
specifications, and ideas about where to go to keep up-to-date with best 
practice.
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The decision to recruit needs to be taken within the broader context of the or-
ganisation’s operating environment.  What are the key priorities and challenges 
for your organisation over the next three years?  Consider carefully whether you 
need to recruit at all, bearing in mind it’s time consuming, difficult and expen-
sive.  Perhaps with training and development or re-structuring your organisa-
tion’s goals could be achieved with the people you already have.  Oldham 
Coliseum http://www.getambition.com/resources/the-oldham-coliseum-story-
ambition-case-study-2009/ went for this option.
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Summary of the recruitment process

How to... Recruit Staff for Digital Development

Stage 1: Planning and Preparation

Stage 2: Defining the Need

This step involves job analysis, creating a job description and a person specification.  Analysing the job is 
an opportunity to think about how an existing role can be redefined, strengthened or enriched.  With a new 
post, it involves grouping together the kind of tasks that are going to be involved.  The job description lists 
the purpose and responsibilities of the post, and specifies the authority attached to it.  The person specifica-
tion states the competencies required for the role, together with the level at which the skill is sought.  It is 
your key tool to ensuring a selection process that is fair and free from bias.  The Equality and Human Rights 
Commission has materials about recruitment http://www.equalityhumanrights.com

Stage 3: Attracting Candidates
You will either be recruiting in a market where there are plenty of jobs so prospective candidates can be 
picky about what jobs they apply for, or a market where jobs are scarce and you could be inundated with 
applications.  With either scenario, if you have taken time with the initial two steps, then you maximise your 
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chances of getting good applications from strong candidates.
You now need to have an attraction campaign that is going to target the people 
who are most appropriate for your role.  The campaign needs to be strong, 
because your perfect person may not be actively job seeking.  Think about your 
message, together with where and when you are going to communicate it.  
Consider advertising in media that target groups that may be under-represent-
ed in your organisation.  Give closing deadlines that are sufficiently long to allow 
you to modify the campaign based on early feedback.  Don’t rely on personal 
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Stage 4: Pre-Screening
People are invariably different in person to how they are on paper, so if you miss this stage out you can end 
up inviting six people for a final interview and quickly realise that at least half of them do not meet the es-
sential criteria in the person specification.  You are much more likely to have a real choice at the final selec-
tion stage if you undertake some screening in advance.  Do make sure that you only screen for essential 
competencies; the majority of successful claims about unfair selection processes are in this area.  In addi-
tion, your pre-screening needs to accommodate any candidate access requirements.   

Stage 5: Assessment and Selection

Effective selection days involve exercises such as role plays, presentations and simulations as well as inter-
views.  Apparently, relying on an interview alone to make a selection decision is about as reliable a predic-
tor of future performance as analysing handwriting.  Do make sure that your assessment processes are 
structured around the person specification, and select against the person specification rather than between 
candidates – it is usually better in the long run to make no appointment than select an individual who does 
not meet the essential criteria but was the strongest available.

Stage 6: Appointment and Induction

Once you have selected your preferred candidate you need to keep them on board through the contractual 
process, and manage your relationship with the unsuccessful candidates so that they continue to regard 
your organisation in a positive way.  Together with your new employee, you can develop a six-month induc-

contacts – it contravenes good diversity practices.  The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 
http://www.cipd.co.uk/subjects/recruitmen/general/recruitmt.htm?IsSrchRes=1 and ACAS http://www.
acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1371 publish guides to recruitment and selection.
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tion plan that incorporates the priorities of the post together with the develop-
ment points that have been identified through the selection process.  Busi-
nessballs http://www.businessballs.com/inductiontrainingchecklist.htm has a 
comprehensive checklist.
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What kind of employment terms would best meet your needs? 

How can you use pre-screening to assess digital competencies?

Depending on the role, it may be appropriate to ask applicants to submit examples of their work as part of 
their overall application, together with statistics to evidence the impact of their work (eg web traffic over a 
particular time period).  Once you have sifted through applications, using the person specification as your 
guide, you can decide on a long list of prospective candidates. Telephone interviews are a cheap and quick 
way to then assess a few of the most important competencies, making a link to the work and statistics 
provided.  For example, if an essential requirement for the role is expertise in site accessibility and usability, 
then you might ask them to tell you how they test a site for accessibility, using the site they have given as 
part of their application as the example.

Digital Issues

A permanent contract may not always be your best bet.  If the nature of the work is uncertain, short term, 
liable to change in nature or of a limited duration, then you may be better off using contract staff (an agency 
or limited company) or an individual freelancer or consultant.  Either can be a viable option for highly spe-
cialised technical work because you are buying in short-term expertise that would be costly and time con-
suming to develop internally.  Do check with your accountant that you are keeping within legislation relating 
to tax and National Insurance liabilities. 

How are candidates going to demonstrate their digital knowledge and skills at selection, 
and how are you going to assess them?

It is perhaps stating the obvious, but you have a duty to provide candidates both with a reasonable oppor-
tunity to demonstrate the skills you have specified, and a fair mechanism for assessing them.  

With roles that require specific digital skills, take time to set up simulations and exercises that will allow you 
to assess their abilities fully and objectively.  For example, if they need to be able to use specific software or 
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platforms, then create exercises based on them.  If you observe the candidate 
undertaking the exercise you will get valuable information not just about their 
level of skill, but also about their ability to manage their own time, organise 
themselves, understand and respond to instructions.  
With more senior digital roles, clarity about the purpose of digital developments 
may be more important than specific technical knowledge, and requesting a 
presentation that addresses up to three of the essential criteria can be a par-
ticularly fruitful method of assessment.  However, if this senior person is going 
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to be managing a team of hands-on digital staff, they still need to have sufficient technical knowledge and 
skills both to establish kudos with the team, and to assess their team’s performance.
You may be an experienced recruiter, but have limited digital knowledge.  If so, then as well as making sure 
you have a selection team who do, collectively, have the skills, expertise and knowledge to assess candi-
dates against the essential criteria, aim to get at least a working understanding of the current digital devel-
opment agenda.  The Ambition website http://www.getambition.com/resources/ has a wealth of resources 
to tap into.

Organisations frequently underestimate the time and money required to deliver on digital developments.  
Systems need reliable backup processes and software updates as well as regular management, impact 
analysis and maintenance.  Content demands some kind of editorial framework and time investment on 
a daily basis.  Social media require close to constant engagement to maintain momentum.  If you don’t 
allocate sufficient resources to digital developments to support the staff responsible, you will end up with 
stressed, frustrated and under-performing people.  Retention is likely to become an issue.

Equally, if you want this person to keep up-to-date with digital developments and take advantage of them 
to the benefit of your organisation, then you will also need to have a plan for their on-going learning.  This 
might be as simple as a ‘gadget budget’ or agreeing a certain number of hours a week when you will ex-
pect them to experiment with new ideas.

Do they need to have experience of working in the arts?

What resources will the post holder need to do their job well?

We often assume that previous experience of working in the arts is an essential criteria, yet with digital 
developments it may be extremely helpful to have someone who has no experience of the arts at all.  While 
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it is vital that digital staff, like all staff, buy-in to the values and purpose of the 
organisation, recruiting someone who has experience of digital developments 
in other sectors or organisation types is likely to introduce valuable new 
perspectives and ideas. 
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individual, and everyone in the organisation has some kind of involvement to a 
greater or lesser extent  http://www.getambition.com/resources/the-writers-
centre-norwich-story/ Writers Centre Norwich is an example of this.

Is digital development one person’s job, or shared among many?

This needs to come with a general caveat about the importance of ensuring these documents comply with 
your organisation’s policies and any performance-related frameworks, and the importance of professional 
HR advice!  However, caveat notwithstanding, here are some examples that may provide you with a start-
ing point for working out what is right for you.

Some organisations give digital responsibility to one person (or a team, in larger 
organisations), so that everyone else can heave a sigh of relief and not bother 
engaging.  Others divvy up the duties across the team which can work if 
communication and working relationships are superlative, but has the 
capacity to easily lose any strategic focus.  Most successful organisations seem 
to do both – overall responsibility for digital development lies with one named 

Job descriptions

•	 To	lead	on	the	development	and	implementation	of	all	aspects	of	The	Venue’s	digital	strategy,	
working within agreed budgets and time frames (senior role)

•	 To	manage	The	Venue’s	digital	services	with	a	focus	on	effectiveness,	engagement	and	sustain-
ability (mid-range role)

•	 To	analyse	and	report	on	search	engine	optimization,	site	traffic	and	campaign	activity	(junior	
role)

Clauses for job descriptions and person specifications
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Senior roles are more likely to require skills and experiences that are more gen-
eral, for example:

•	 A	good	understanding	of	the	digital	domain	and	its	potential	to	
shape arts and culture

•	 Experience	in	CMS	systems,	widgets,	applications	and	social	media
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Person specifications

They are also more likely to require a range of competencies that are non-digital specific, for example, 
‘results-driven’, ‘analytical problem solver’ and ‘motivator’.

Junior or hands-on digital roles are likely to require specific competencies, for example:

•	 Strong	Photoshop,	Dreamweaver	&	Flash	skills

•	 Experience	in	web	2.0/3.0	Web	applications.

•	 Knowledge	of	client	and	server	side	scripting	technologies	(such	as	Javascript,	PHP,	AJAX)	and		
of SQL database development. 
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