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With support from the Rockefeller Foundation, 

IDEO.org engaged in human-centered design research 

to understand the experiences of long-term unemployed 

people in the US and their potential employers. 

IDEO.org illuminated key human stories, insights and 

opportunities in the following presentation and an 

accompanying video, The Long-Term Unemployed 

and the Hiring Impasse.
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AIMLESS APPLYING CONTEXT

AIMLESS 
APPLYING

The rise of the network society has made online applying the new 

standard. What used to require getting out there, in-person, and 

asking for work can now be done in isolation in front of a computer. 

It's almost too easy. The assumption is that the more applications you 

send out, the better.

This leads to applications flooding employers.

Long-term job-seekers are heavy 
contributors of low-quality applications.



ABSENCE OF FEEDBACK DURING THE PROCESS 

LEADS THE UNEMPLOYED TO BROADEN THEIR SEARCH 

AND PURSUE JOBS FOR WHICH THEY LACK QUALIFICATIONS 
AND INTEREST.
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JOB-SEEKERS FOCUS ON SUBMITTING APPLICATIONS, 

BECAUSE IT'S THE ONLY PART OF THE PROCESS 

THAT PROVIDES EMOTIONAL SATISFACTION.
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FEARING REJECTION, JOB-SEEKERS AVOID FOLLOWING UP 

ON APPLICATIONS AND EVEN LOSE TRACK 

OF WHERE THEY'VE APPLIED.
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OPPORTUNITYAIMLESS APPLYING

IMAGINE JOB-SEEKERS GAINING FOCUS 
AND BUILDING CONFIDENCE OVER TIME.



OPPORTUNITYAIMLESS APPLYING

What if the process 

helped you assess your 

best opportunities?

What if employers 

could easily give useful 

feedback for rejected 

resumés?

What if automations 

could communicate 

application status to 

job-seekers?

Bright.com uses an algorithm to score 

the strength of a match between a job-

seeker and given open position, helping 

them to prioritize options. The service 

also allows you to bookmark positions, 

see which positions are new, and know 

when an employer has “unlocked” your 

resume or sent you a message. 

Could tools help manage the search?OPPORTUNITY  1

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION



OPPORTUNITYAIMLESS APPLYING

What if the motions of 

applying provided 

positive reinforcement?

What if all important 

parts of the job-seeking 

process provided as 

much emotional 

satisfaction as sending 

off an application?

What if job-seekers' 

community could easily 

help and motivate them 

through the process?

Weight Watchers helps participants by 

providing individual metrics - the point 

system - so adhering is rewarding in 

itself. The program hosts regular group 

meetings so that participants can 

encourage each other.

Could the process build confidence over time?OPPORTUNITY  2

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION



IMPACTAIMLESS APPLYING

TO FOCUSED
AND FRUITFUL.

FROM ENDLESS
AND FUTILE



RIGID 
REQUIREMENTS

Weighing the uncertainty of the economic recovery, companies are 

hesitant to hire, let alone spend money training new hires. In an 

attempt to mitigate the risk, they require highly specialized 

candidates who can come in and hit the ground running, which is at 

odds with the reality of today's labor market. Alternatively, they keep 

entry-level workers in trial mode as contractors or temporary workers.

Employers' narrow terms means positions 
go unstaffed despite a deluge of applicants.

RIGID REQUIREMENTS CONTEXT



THE PERCEPTION OF AN ENDLESS POOL OF TALENT 

GIVES EMPLOYERS PERMISSION TO HOLD OUT 

FOR A IMAGINED IDEAL.
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EMPLOYERS END UP PRIORITIZING 

REQUIREMENTS AND CREDENTIALS 

RATHER THAN SKILLS AND CAPABILITIES.
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RIGID REQUIREMENTS OPPORTUNITY

IMAGINE EMPLOYERS EMBRACING 
THEIR EXISTING APPLICANT POOL.



What if employers 

brought in "classes" of 

hires and delegated 

responsibilities based 

on individual strengths?

What if employers 

assessed applicants for 

cultural fit first, then 

trained them for 

specific roles?

What if employers 

became smarter about 

assessing transferrable 

skills?

Each year consulting firm McKinsey 

recruits “classes” of recent college 

graduates to serve as analysts. Once 

they’re in, they’re able to select the 

focus area that matches their skills and 

interests.

Could employers use alternatives to the job description?OPPORTUNITY  1

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION
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What if employers felt a 

sense of urgency 

around hiring; that a 

certain applicant were 

only available at this 

rate for a limited time?

What if the initial 

onboarding process 

didn't feel like a risky 

investment?

What if employers were 

penalized for not filling 

opened jobs within a 

certain time period?

Groupon brings a time-pressured 

element to shopping, with a daily deal 

that expires, encouraging people to act 

now. Groupon also introduces its users 

to opportunities they wouldn’t have 

previously considered.

Could employers be incentivized to hire now and not later?OPPORTUNITY  2

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION

RIGID REQUIREMENTS OPPORTUNITY



TO UNCOVERING 
POTENTIAL.

FROM UNREALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS

RIGID REQUIREMENTS IMPACT



STORYTELLING 
STRUGGLES

The long-term unemployed have become a stigmatized group during 

the hiring process, perceived as inferior candidates with obsolete 

skills. Some also struggle with less-than-savory histories, such as 

disparate job paths, burned bridges, or criminal backgrounds. 

Not exactly the kind of information they want to share.

The gaps in employment on long-term 
job-seekers' resumés can lead to anxiety or 
dishonesty.

CONTEXTSTORYTELLING STRUGGLES



AS EMPLOYMENT GAPS BROADEN, 

EMPLOYERS NEED MORE REASSURANCE, 

WHILE JOB-SEEKERS CAN POINT TO FEWER 
LEGITIMATE EXPERIENCES.
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MEANWHILE, MANY LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED 

DEVELOP VALUABLE SKILLS THEY DON'T CALL 

WORK, OR DON'T FEEL SAFE TO SHARE.
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OPPORTUNITYSTORYTELLING STRUGGLES

IMAGINE LESS FOCUS ON DATES AND TITLES 
AND MORE FOCUS ON SKILLS AND PASSION.



What if there were easy 

ways to credentialize a 

job-seeker’s key skills 

and interests?

What if job-seekers 

could access self-

assessment tools to 

shed light on their 

strengths?

What if there were 

resources that could 

help job-seekers 

translate their 

unconventional 

experience?
Skillville is an online platform that 

provides microvolunteering 

opportunities to job-seekers. The job-

seekers earn experience “badges” 

affirming certain types of skills and 

experience, which are then recognized 

by prospective employers and can lead 

to rewards such as interviews.

Could job-seekers be supported in editing 
and legitimizing their story?
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ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION
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What if volunteer 

opportunities were 

linked to training and 

job placement?

What if programs were 

created to optimize gap 

time between jobs with 

skill-building activities?

What if quick trials 

could assess applicant 

fitness for a job?

Hackathons are tech events often 

sponsored by a company that allow 

people to work on projects and pitch 

their results. The process also enables 

them to showcase their abilities.

Could job-seekers demonstrate their applicable 
skills during hiring? 

OPPORTUNITY  2

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION

OPPORTUNITYSTORYTELLING STRUGGLES



TO GAPS
AS STRENGTHS.

FROM GAPS 
AS LIABILITIES

OPPORTUNITYSTORYTELLING STRUGGLES



SUPERFICIAL 
SCREENING

As HR departments shrink, hiring managers find themselves 

forced to add a full-time recruiting job to their own. 

They struggle to sift through a flood of applications in a fair 

and thorough way.

Employers screen out long-term 
unemployed candidates early 
in the process, for the wrong reasons.

SUPERFICIAL SCREENING CONTEXT



AS EMPLOYERS REVIEW APPLICATIONS, 

THEY APPLY ARBITRARY FILTERS TO REDUCE

THEM TO A MANAGEABLE NUMBER.
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TO BYPASS THIS BROKEN PROCESS, 

EMPLOYERS RELY ON REFERRALS TO ASSEMBLE 

A TRUSTED POOL OF CANDIDATES.
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SUPERFICIAL SCREENING OPPORTUNITY

IMAGINE A PEOPLE-FIRST, PAPERWORK-SECOND 
APPROACH TO SELECTING THE IDEAL CANDIDATES.



What if browsing 

mechanisms 

immediately made job 

candidates human?

What if there were 

in-person contact early 

in the process?

What if the process 

focused more on 

elevating strong 

candidates than 

weeding out weak 

ones?
Speed dating allows participants to 

meet many people for quick, one-on-

one interactions over the course of one 

event. Afterwards, participants who’ve 

expressed mutual interest can choose to 

meet again.

Could the human element enter the hiring process sooner?OPPORTUNITY  1

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION

SUPERFICIAL SCREENING OPPORTUNITY



What if employers 

could automatically see 

how candidates are 

linked to their 

organization?

What if employers 

deliberately limited 

their pool?

What if employers 

could see whether they 

were the applicant's top 

choice?

Airbnb allows people to rent out their 

room or apartment to short-term guests. 

By linking their profile through 

Facebook, hosts can see if prospective 

guests are connected to their network 

of friends, facilitating trust. 

Could employers pare down their pool of 
applicants in both a fair and effective way?

OPPORTUNITY  2

ANALOGOUS INSPIRATION
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TO PEOPLE.FROM PAPER

SUPERFICIAL SCREENING OPPORTUNITY



YOUTH u n e m p l o y m e n TLONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED

WE BELIEVE 
THE OPPORTUNITY 
LIES IN MOVING 
JOB-SEEKER 
AND EMPLOYERS



FROM UNREALISTIC 
EXPECTATIONS
TO UNCOVERING 
POTENTIAL.

FROM ENDLESS
AND FUTILE 
TO FOCUSED
AND FRUITFUL.



FROM PAPER
TO PEOPLE.

FROM GAPS 
AS LIABILITIES
TO GAPS
AS STRENGTHS.



YOUTH u n e m p l o y m e n TLONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED

THANK YOU.
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