
AWS was featured in UK HR Magazine “The Grapevine” in June 2010. Below is 
a summary of the article. 
 
In The Loop 
UK recruiters are waking up to the value of alumni networks and ‘boomerang hires’  

 
“Who’s worked here before that would be good at this?” is not the first question on 
the lips of HR professionals when a vacancy crops up. If any proof were needed of 
this it was provided by last year’s Recruitment, Retention and Turnover survey from 
The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD). “Attracting and recruiting 
boomerang hires (where employees return after having left the organisation)” was 
listed as a recruitment initiative used by only 18% of respondents. That put the 
approach on level pegging with “recruiting in foreign countries and bringing staff 
here”. 
 
Turning to previous employees seems an unlikely tack to take but are recruiters 
missing a trick here? Anne Berkowitch, CEO, SelectMinds, is effusive about the 
benefits of rehires, drawing on research showing that they are “three times more 
likely to stay through the end of their first year as new hires.  Given the high first year 
failure rate due to lack of culture fit this dramatically reduces the risk and cost of 
retention. In addition, 66% of rehires end up becoming star performers versus only 
26% of all experienced hires.” 
 
Perhaps thanks to the rise of social networking websites, British companies are only 
recently cottoning on to the recruitment potential of alumni networks.  
 
Cathy Clonts, President, AWS International, came to the UK from the States four 
years ago when one of the clients of her alumni network management business 
asked her to set up a platform in Europe. “They told us that the culture was quite 
different,” recounts Clonts, “and indeed it is. The idea of a network is just something 
you grow up with in the US; there’s quite a ‘who knows who’ culture. In the UK and 
Europe it’s not as common. In fact sometimes you might feel less inclined to even 
mention who you know because you want to stand on your own two feet.” 
 
There have been a number of high profile rehires in the US over the last 12 months, 
the most trumpeted was the appointment of Michael Tchao as Apple’s Vice President 
of Product Marketing. In the mid-nineties Tchao was one of the developers of Apple’s 
ultimately doomed personal digital assistant, the Newton, a sort of proto-iPad.  
 
AWS work with several oil and gas companies where demands for similarly specific 
technical expertise can arise and Clonts says that “there are cases where someone 
who left is suddenly needed on a new project and a current employee might not fit 
the requirement as well. HR can’t talk to everyone but through the network they can 
see who’s become available.” 
 
The professional services industry is one where alumni associations have long been 
a feature and fishing in these talent pools is standard practice; Capgemini’s US 
alumni website claims that “ten per cent of the company's experienced hires are 
alumni rehires”. 
 
Yet when questioned on why it is so important for the organisation to maintain links 
with former colleagues Helen James, UK Talent Supply Chain Manager, Capgemini, 
doesn’t initially mention recruitment. She talks of the company’s links with its alumni 
as a “continuous communication programme: sharing the news and views throughout 
the new and the old talent. And it’s important to maintain links with former employees 



not just from a social networking point of view but in an absolute business context as 
well. We can advise on new wins, for example, amongst former employees and 
thereby use the network to further promote the brand. The network also helps to 
target customers, both prospective and current. On top of this it’s an overall 
intelligence-gathering tool. So it’s not just about attracting talent back to the 
organisation.”  
 
Professional services companies often cultivate a collegiate atmosphere and this 
fosters the desire of former employees to remain in touch after leaving. This is 
particularly strong in accountancy firms where employees will have had the shared 
bond of training. 
 
“Social events are one way we maintain relationships with our alumni,” explains 
Madeleine Wright, Director - Global Alumni Network, KPMG. “It doesn’t really matter 
what seniority the people are, they will always clear their diaries to come back and 
catch up with friends they trained with 30 years ago.” 
 
Wright also mentions the positive implications for the company brand that an active 
alumni network can have: “When people leave us, the fact that the alumni 
programmes are so active across the board says that compared to many other 
industries, when people leave, the door is still open for them to come back. I think 
that is quite a good reflection as to how the organisation works together and the 
experience they have had whilst they’re here.” 
 
Nicola Binning, Head of UK Experienced Hire Recruitment, KPMG, is similarly 
positive about returning employees but notes a potential risk: a loss of diversity. 
“There is an argument for saying that you are rehiring in the mould you have always 
hired in,” she says. “This may be balanced by the fact that in the interim [returning 
employees] have taken a different career path, gained more experience and now 
bring that in.” 
 
But by implicitly or explicitly encouraging contact between current and former 
employees don’t alumni networks risk enabling those who’ve moved to competitors to 
access strategic information? Such risks are dwarfed by the benefits, says Wright: “In 
fact, we were the first of the big four to open up our programme to alumni who did go 
to competitors because we found that otherwise we lost them but often they wanted 
an open door so that they could come back.” 
 
Still, in most industries boomerang hires are rare and regarded as somehow suspect. 
When you move on, says the underlying logic, you do just that; there’s no going 
back. Jote Bassi, who returned to T-Mobile in an interim marketing role this year after 
having originally left the company in early 2007, describes for prospective 
boomerangs how the return could be: “Often every other person you meet in the first 
week will say, ‘What are you doing back? Why are you here? Did things not work out 
for you?’ But that tends to settle down very soon. You become a familiar face again 
after the first couple of weeks.”  

 
Bassi feels that his skill set has been enhanced by his work outside the company and 
he can now add more value as a result: “It’s important for employers to understand 
that it’s not a bad thing to widen your experience when there’s prospective long-term 
benefit for you and the company you work for.” 
 
In other words, the reticence that employers may feel in considering former staff for 
positions may do their companies a disservice. The HR professional who asks 
“Who’s worked here before?” may be praised when that tricky vacancy is filled.  



Boomerang employees also support retention as returning employees send a  
positive message that the grass is not always greener elsewhere. 
 
 
 
 


