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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR HIRE RIGHT, FIRE RIGHT

“Every leader, no matter what kind of workplace, should have a dog-
eared copy of Hire Right, Fire Right close at hand. Roxi’s book fills a 
desperate need for employers all in one place—how to find, retain, and 
let go of the right people, the right way, at the right time, and for the 
right reasons. There’s nothing out there that provides such a compre-
hensive road map like this book with its superb tools and step-by-step 
methods for success.”

—Marshall Goldsmith, world-renowned business leader,  
executive coach, teacher, and best-selling author of Triggers and 

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

“Few leaders are taught the fine art of hiring and firing. What makes 
Roxi Bahar Hewertson an excellent writer of business material is that 
she does it with humor, grace, and with practical examples that move 
the reader from a state of ignorance and anxiety to competence and 
confidence. In Hire Right, Fire Right, Hewertson does what she does 
best—provide her readers with concrete, specific, and useful tools to 
address these ever-present business challenges and to raise the bar for 
any manager. This book is definitely worth your time.”

—Rodney Napier, PhD; CEO of The Napier Group;  
founding father of organizational development; and author of 

numerous books including Groups: Theory and Experience

“As usual, Roxi delivers. This is a wonderfully readable guide to hir-
ing and firing that is filled with voices of experience, good humor, and 
practical advice. If you have employees, you need this book.”

—Deborah Hoard, CEO, Photosynthesis Productions

“Roxi certainly has a knack for communicating complicated ideas in a 
very accessible and directly applicable way. The book’s checklists and 
worksheets alone are worth way more than the price of admission—
thousands of dollars of consulting advice wrapped up in the modest 
price of a book.”

—Dr. Lee Dyer, professor emeritus,  
ILR School, Cornell University
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“Roxi Bahar Hewertson delivers sage advice that will save every manager 
time, money, and heartache. Her key message that hiring is ‘relational, 
not transactional’ applies to every stage of an employee’s tenure. Besides 
making a solid business case for doing it right, Roxi provides a proven 
system for acquisition, retention, and closure that, if followed, ensures 
your success as a leader and your company’s sustainability.”

—Dr. Nancy O’Reilly, founder of WomenConnect4Good, Inc.; 
author of In This Together and Leading Women;  

international philanthropist; and president of Take the Lead

“We all say it: ‘Our most valuable resource is our people.’ Yet, if we 
truly believe that, we must master the crucial skills of hiring, develop-
ing, and (even) firing people the right way. And if you want the defini-
tive road map to become a master in this pursuit, Roxi’s book is it!”

—John Rutkiewicz, facilitator and coach, Living As A Leader

“Finally! A no-nonsense guide to hiring the right person in the right 
way. Thank you, Roxi, for expanding on the very definition of leader-
ship—getting the right people to support and expand the culture needed 
for success.”

—Craig S. Evans, EdD, vice president for development,  
Rochester Regional Health Foundations

“Brain drain can kill a good organization. So hiring—and keeping—
top talent must be a key priority for leaders. But it takes know-how, 
strategy, and a relentless focus on clear-eyed principles. Roxi Bahar 
Hewertson shows the way.”

—Rodger Dean Duncan, best-selling author of  
Change-Friendly Leadership

“Roxi’s book is about hiring, growing, and keeping good employees at 
all levels. It’s a well-written ‘manual’ in that it provides practical step-
by-step and tested recipes for hiring the right people in the first place; 
building their confidence, skill, and motivation; and retaining them for 
the long run. You can’t ask for more than that.”

—Tom DeCotiis, PhD; cofounder of Corvirtus, LLC;  
and author of Make It Glow
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“Leaders and HR professionals alike will find Hire Right, Fire Right to 
be of immense value. With wisdom and humanity, Roxi provides much-
needed insight, practical advice and resources, and a strategic road map 
to more skillfully navigate the talent lifecycle.”

—Natalia Rabin, MA, MS, PCC,  
Certified Presence-Based® Coach

“Given that, as Jac Fitz-Enz noted, ‘People, not cash, buildings, or 
equipment, are the critical differentiators of a business,’ Hire Right, 
Fire Right is a book every manager needs to own. In this practical guide 
to getting, keeping, and—when necessary—letting go of employees, 
Roxi Bahar Hewertson makes the business case that no organization 
can afford the cost of hiring the wrong people, failing to retain the right 
ones, or tolerating unacceptable performers. She provides pragmatic 
and specific advice and tools to improve results in all three areas— 
acquisition, retention, and closure.”

—Roy V. H. Pollock, DVM, PhD; chief learning officer  
of The 6Ds Company; and coauthor of  

The Six Disciplines of Breakthrough Learning

“Hire Right, Fire Right is much more than a book. It is a road map of 
practical advice, insights, and resources filled with aha moments, and 
it is a fantastic read! Roxi Bahar Hewertson provides a handy and sen-
sible road map for anyone tasked with hiring and managing people. She 
gives us an easy-to-follow practical guide to acquiring the best talent, 
retaining and growing that talent, and separating graciously, no matter 
the reason. She reminds us that all of our interactions with employees 
are relational, not transactional. Hire Right, Fire Right is a resource 
that you will return to again and again, and it will be covered in Post-it 
notes.”

—Deborah Hall, vice president for finance and operations, 
LaGrange College

“In her new book, Roxi Hewertson offers a thorough and practical 
guide for something that’s usually either fraught with difficulties or 
avoided altogether! This is a book to be read slowly and implemented 
carefully. My bet is you will enjoy this resource, which is full of Roxi’s 
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hard-won wisdom from her many years of experience and learning 
about this topic.”

—Beatrice W. Hansen, principal,  
Presence-Based® Coaching

“For frontline managers to board chairs, the most important role is to at-
tract, hire, and nurture the right individuals for your team and organiza-
tion. In Hire Right, Fire Right, Roxi Bahar Hewertson provides thought-
ful, sophisticated, practical, and seasoned guidance on how to navigate 
that continuum successfully based on her significant professional and 
personal experience as an employee, leader, coach, and consultant.”

—Dr. Harold D. Craft Jr., vice president for  
administration emeritus, Cornell University

“Roxi Bahar Hewertson has been there and done exactly what she 
teaches us about in Hire Right, Fire Right. She takes the employer-
employee experience out of the theoretical and puts it into practice, 
offering us insights and actions that will pay off immediately and for 
years to come. Thank you, Roxi!”

—Dane Cruz, director,  
Cornell Interactive Theater Ensemble

“Hire Right, Fire Right is the easiest collection of best practices I have 
ever read! With the war for talent raging at a pace we have never seen, 
paying attention to the guides in this book is a guarantee you will win 
a lot of battles. If you want to be the smartest manager or HR profes-
sional, keep this book on your desk as an essential resource. Roxi Bahar 
Hewertson has provided a comprehensive recipe for every staffing area 
essential to managers. If you lead people, you will appreciate the check-
lists, templates, and scripts every time you need to recruit, retain, or let 
go of a staff member.”

—Chris Halladay, associate vice president for  
human resources, Lehigh University

“I wish Hire Right, Fire Right existed twenty-plus years ago! The prin-
ciples of good management are presented very well, and what is particu-
larly helpful is the road map that Roxi Bahar Hewertson provides. I’m 
grateful that she is sharing her many years of experience to help new and 
seasoned managers understand the importance of hiring right and firing 
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right. As a senior member of a national career and search firm, I intend 
to spread the word: the best book on this subject is now available!”

—Shelley Semmler, senior founding consultant,  
Aspen Leadership Group, and former vice president  

for advancement, Ithaca College

“If you are looking to hire someone, develop someone, or bring closure 
to a relationship, Hire Right, Fire Right is a must read and a powerful 
resource. I was a fortunate recipient of what Roxi Bahar Hewertson 
writes about in this book having been hired, onboarded, and devel-
oped by her early in my career. I can attest that the how-to processes, 
questions, lessons, and solutions she writes about result in positive 
outcomes, and I apply them today. Roxi’s wisdom is spot-on, timeless, 
time-saving, and, for me, life shaping.”

—Dr. Kathryn Burkgren, associate vice president for 
organizational development and effectiveness,  

Cornell University

“This practical, easy-to-read guide is full of Roxi’s sage advice, signa-
ture wit, and gold-standard best practices when building and cultivating 
highly effective teams. Read it cover to cover and then keep it close by 
as a handy reference tool.”

—Amy Kellestine, manager,  
Leadership Academy, PCL Constructors Inc.

“An essential book for any leader who wants to have a high-performing, 
cost-effective, fun place to work.”

—Daniel R. Brown, executive director, Racker

“Sought-after leadership coach Roxi Bahar Hewertson has knocked it 
out of the park again with Hire Right, Fire Right! She is generous with 
her practical examples, scenarios, and questions—making it easy for 
any leader to hire in alignment with their company’s core values. She 
shares timeless wisdom infused with fresh insights. This is a brilliant 
business book and a page-turner!”

—Louise Phipps Senft, Esq.; CEO, Baltimore Mediation;  
and best-selling author of Being Relational:  

The Seven Ways to Quality Interaction and Lasting Change
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To every single person I’ve hired, helped to grow, and  
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Foreword

The “war for talent” is real, and it’s escalating. We live in a time where 
new employee demands for work-life balance, telecommuting, and ser-
vice to community are changing the way employers and organizations 
attract and retain top talent. In this increasingly competitive and com-
plex landscape, organizations can ill afford a bad hire or, even worse, 
losing top talent.

As both a researcher and former Global Vice President of Talent for 
an international company, I can attest to increased pressures and de-
mands for business leaders, especially those in Human Resources (HR), 
to “get it right.” Sadly, until now, no one has produced a comprehensive 
road map to support the efforts of the entire employee life cycle, from 
recruitment and onboarding to retention and, ultimately, release.

In Hire Right, Fire Right, Roxi Bahar Hewertson provides a much-
needed resource to help those on the front lines in the talent war. In 
sharing her vast leadership experience and expertise, Hewertson deliv-
ers an exceptional resource that provides a rare and insightful balance 
between tactical action and strategic reflection. For example, rather than 
just remind us that there is an increasing trend to use technology, espe-
cially social media platforms, to recruit top talent, she encourages the 
reader to adopt a proactive and positive mind-set to the task of finding 
top talent. Another example is her examination of bias—both conscious 
and unconscious—and how it can derail the most well-intentioned ef-
forts in finding and hiring the right person.
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viii Foreword

A unique contribution this book makes to the field is addressing the 
entire “ARC”—Acquisition, Retention, and Closure—of an employee’s 
experience. To do so, Hewertson provides us with the tools, worksheets, 
and checklists necessary to execute a successful talent strategy while 
probing deeper to allow the reader to understand the complex and often 
murky psychosocial factors that cloud our judgment and adversely im-
pact our ability to be objective and, ultimately, successful.

Hire Right, Fire Right is divided in three sections. The first section 
focuses on attracting top talent as well as evaluating candidates on eight 
key factors, including emotional intelligence, to dramatically increase 
hiring success. Hewertson points out that knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties are important but insufficient metrics in hiring the right person into 
the right position.

In the second section, the emphasis shifts to retention and engage-
ment and provides the necessary strategies and tools to effectively 
keep your talent engaged, productive, and wanting to stay. In the third 
section, the focus is on closure and how to end employment relation-
ships well, including when and how to “fire right” with the realization 
that saying “goodbye” correctly is just as important as getting your 
first “hello” right.

Along with the wealth of insightful and practical information pro-
vided in this book, there are numerous tables and charts (e.g., Hiring 
Right Search Map) to help more visual learners (like myself) quickly 
grasp the necessary sequential steps needed in the various components 
of the employee life cycle, such as recruitment and the onboarding 
processes.

Having sat on both sides of the “talent desk”—both as an internal 
leader and as an external talent consultant—I can absolutely under-
stand and empathize with those of you charged with attracting, hiring, 
and retaining top talent as well as having to let someone go. In Hire 
Right, Fire Right, Hewertson provides an insightful road map to help 
you navigate this increasingly complex world within the “war for 
talent.”

Hire Right, Fire Right is going to become an essential part of your 
arsenal. This book, through the wise counsel of Roxi Bahar Hewert-
son, will guide you through the process of the talent life cycle with a 
plethora of tangible assets and tools to help ensure that you, and your 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Foreword ix

organization, are well equipped to take on this critical business chal-
lenge and win.

William L. Sparks, PhD
Dennis Thompson Chair and Professor of Leadership, McColl School 
of Business, Queens University of Charlotte
Author, Actualized Leadership: Meeting Your Shadow & Maximizing 
Your Potential
http://www.DrWillSparks.com
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xi

This book started rolling around in my head several years ago. Once 
I began telling my colleagues, friends, and family about the idea and 
heard their enthusiastic responses, it started to come to life. It does feel 
a bit like giving birth!

It’s been a lifetime of experiences that have formed the stories and 
insights for this book, and I am grateful beyond measure for each one 
of those priceless relationships, as well as the guidance, wisdom, and 
hand-holding I’ve been given during the good times and especially dur-
ing the tough times.

Dr. Will Sparks, who so kindly wrote the foreword for my book, has 
been and continues to be a never-ending inspiration, because of who he 
is as a human being and as a brilliant professor, author, and friend. My 
heartfelt thanks go to Leticia Gomez at Savvy Literacy Services who 
once again believed in me and found Hire Right, Fire Right such a good 
home with Rowman & Littlefield. My editor Suzanne Staszak-Silva has 
provided gentle guidance and great encouragement all along the way. 
These two powerful women took me under their wings. I am blessed!

I want to thank all the writers of blogs, websites, articles, and books 
whose insights and wisdom I share within these pages. They have added 
insightful perspectives and helped me get this all as right as I know how.

Two of my dearest friends have helped this book come full circle, 
from idea to reality. Rod Napier, my long-time mentor, someone who 
will never let me get away with anything short of my best and from 
whom I’ve learned so much about life, work, people, and, definitely, 
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1

You can take my factories, burn up my buildings, but give me my 
people and I’ll build the business right back again.

—Henry Ford

When I mention to people I’m writing a book that includes hiring and 
firing right, the most consistent response I receive sounds a lot like this, 
“Oh, my God! Please let me know as soon as it’s published—I need this 
right now . . . and (whispering in my ear) so does my boss!”

Acquiring and retaining talent, and eventually bringing closure when 
employees leave, is a relational, not a transactional process. In their 
best-selling book, Being Relational, Louise Phipps Senft and William 
Senft remind us of the importance of high-quality personal interactions 
for collective success. A transactional approach views interactions with 
others as a means by which to get the maximum value for oneself. In a 
relational approach, the goal is to maximize the quality of the interac-
tion for both parties.1

This book guides you through a successful relational approach with 
each interaction you have with a candidate—the person you choose to 
hire and then develop, and the employee to whom you must say “good-
bye”—for whatever reason. Author, teacher, and consultant Simon 
Sinek believes that “the trick to balance is to not make sacrificing the 
important things become the norm.”2 Acquiring and retaining employ-
ees, and bringing graceful closure when appropriate, are the important 
things.

Introduction
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2 Hire Right, Fire Right

When I’m discussing painful staffing issues with a person who super-
vises the work of others, this is what I often hear:

• “If only we’d hired right in the first place, I wouldn’t have this awful 
mess now.”

• “If only we’d paid attention and developed him more closely, we 
might have prevented his leaving.”

• “If only I’d acted sooner. I have never lost so much sleep with any 
work problem as I have in firing her, and now it’s cost us in so many 
ways.”

Do any of these pain points sound familiar to you? If so, you’re not 
alone! These are very real and present challenges for leaders every-
where, and we all seem to know it in our bones. We also see the impact 
on our teams’ morale. This book aims to change all that.

Fact 1: No one can afford a bad hire!
Fact 2: No one can afford a bad fire!
Fact 3: Nationally about 50 percent of hires fail.3 Of those that succeed, 

only around 20 percent are top performers.4

Fact 4: People rarely sue or hurt people they like and respect.

No leader in their right mind can ignore these realities, and yet plenty of 
right-minded people do. Hiring, retaining, and firing people into, through, 
and out of their jobs happens thousands, if not millions, of times every 
day all over the world. Without a doubt, it is in everyone’s best interests 
to hire, retain, and fire very well. That’s not the case today in far too many 
workplaces, but it can be the case for your workplace tomorrow.

This is a build-it-strong and keep-it-strong book, not a quick fix or 
silver bullet. I’m a big believer in preventing the accident rather than 
trying to stop the bleeding after it’s happened. Preventing the “people 
problems” so many leaders complain about is at the heart of what we 
will explore together.

This book is for any leader who may have forgotten how, or has 
become too focused on “other important stuff,” or simply doesn’t have 
the right knowledge or tools to hire, develop, or fire people well. In 
my experience, the most successful leaders spend their valuable time 
recruiting the right people for the right jobs and then carefully guide 
their development.
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 Introduction 3

When we hire well, firing is rarely an issue. When we fire well, law-
suits and violence are rarely an issue. In the life of an employee, like 
any good story, there must be an arc with a great beginning, a satisfying 
experience in the middle, and finally, an appropriate and meaningful 
ending—regardless of the outcome. All good stories also have underly-
ing motivations, interesting characters, twists and turns, and conflicts 
that need to be resolved.

This book is focused on the three core processes experienced by the 
hiring leader and every employee: ARC—Acquisition (hire right), Re-
tention (nurture right), Closure (fire right). My goal is to help you get 
the entire ARC done well and, by doing so, save a lot of money, lost 
opportunity, and heartache along the way.

Over several decades in increasingly complex leadership roles, with 
different enterprises including my own businesses, I’ve hired hundreds 
of people. I’ve fired my share as well. These have been union members, 
entry- to senior-level positions, and people in protected classes. I’ve not 
been sued once or lost a single union arbitration. When it has been my 
call to make the final hiring decision, believe it or not, I have never had 
to fire someone I hired. This book is my way of paying it forward by 
sharing my philosophy and methods. I would like to help others achieve 
at least a 90–95 percent success rate. While I can’t live in your head or 
in your organization or promise the same rate of success, I can promise:

WHEN you follow my system of hiring staff, you will measurably and 
dramatically increase your success rate of hiring the right people for 
the right jobs.

WHEN you follow my system for developing your employees, you will 
increase the retention rates of those terrific people you just hired.

WHEN you follow my system for terminating employees, you will 
significantly lower your risk of lawsuits, arbitrations, and damage 
(unfair or not) to your organization’s reputation.

Sounds simple, not easy, but simple, and it is, if you know how to do 
it. This book will give you the tools to execute all three of these critical 
leadership actions with consistent success. You’ll have access to a full 
set of practical, easy-to-use tools and processes giving you a leg up in 
the marketplace for finding and keeping your best talent.

The first section of this book provides my Hiring Right Search Map 
and a well-tested toolbox for the (A) acquisition or hiring phase. Since 
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4 Hire Right, Fire Right

we can’t lead the wrong people to the right places, we need to find and 
choose the right people to hire and reduce the likelihood they’ll leave 
too soon. To paraphrase Jim Collins in his book Good to Great, it is bet-
ter to first get the right people on the bus, the wrong people off the bus, 
the right people in the right seats, and then figure out where to drive 
it.5 The first section is the longest because getting the hiring right will 
prevent a busload of problems down the road.

The second section provides focused tools and insights to help ensure 
you are (R) retaining the terrific people you hired by nurturing and suc-
cessfully developing them so they’ll continue to add value and remain 
engaged and highly productive.

Finally, if a person is leaving or asked to leave, for whatever reason, 
the third section is about (C) closure and provides methods and check-
lists about how to end the employment relationship well. This includes 
why, when, and how to fire right—safely and with fairness, grace, and 
with the least amount of pain and drama for all parties. How you say 
“goodbye” is as important as how you say “hello.”

Many organizations and their leaders spend too little time hiring 
right and as much as 17 percent of their time dealing with the fallout 
from failing to invest in hiring the right employees.6 This is nearly a 
day per week, which is backward and costly. In my experience, this 
can be even higher. In fact, there was one case I remember vividly. 
The number of people involved in a senior leader’s firing, including 
the lawyers, was six highly paid people. For close to three months, 
this case burned up to 50 percent of the firing leader’s week and a sig-
nificant amount of everyone else’s time. It’s truly a productivity killer 
when this happens.

Unfortunately, too many otherwise talented and smart frontline su-
pervisors, managers, department heads, CEOs, and Human Resources 
(HR) departments have it backward and suffer chronic organizational 
migraines because of it—so let’s remedy the problem together!

We need to mitigate this reality by spending most of our time hir-
ing and developing great performers and running our businesses, and 
5 percent, or less, of our time managing or creating an exit plan for the 
bottom 10–20 percent of performers. Poor and marginal performers 
need to be given clear expectations about what is expected of them and 
how their performance is not meeting those expectations. They need the 
opportunity to develop, turn a corner—perhaps in a different role—and 
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come up to speed. We can lose good talent if we don’t take the time 
to support the development of an employee. However, if in the final 
analysis, the employee won’t or can’t meet your expectations, it’s time 
to say goodbye—gracefully!

Hiring, developing, and retaining great employees must be at the 
top of your organization’s key strategy list. Think about it—can you 
imagine any other single strategy that matters more or is a better value 
proposition for long-term success than having the right talent on board?

One of the most jaw-dropping stories I’ve come across in all my 
years of consulting comes from the senior living industry, where I have 
coached dozens of executives and taught leadership courses to leaders 
at all levels in the organization. I was meeting with the CEO of one of 
the largest senior care companies in the country and, in the course of 
conversation, we began talking about the excessively high turnover rate 
within the industry. He said, and I am not exaggerating, “We budget 
annually for at least an 85 percent turnover rate.” This didn’t surprise 
me because I already knew the turnover rate in the nursing-home side 
of the industry ranged from about 50 percent to 100 percent. Hard to get 
your head around, isn’t it?

When I asked him how much that translated to in his annual budget, 
he said around $25 million! More shocking was his deep conviction that 
this was an unchangeable line item and a normal cost of doing business. 
He was so adamant that I was unable to share with him how I believed 
he could cut that in half or more. I left the meeting feeling sick to my 
stomach. I couldn’t stop thinking how much good that huge amount of 
money could do if it were invested in hiring, developing, and retaining 
good people or improving the facilities serving our elders or how much 
this company’s residents would appreciate seeing a familiar face every 
day instead of a new one every couple of weeks or less. This is a clas-
sic example of disastrous decision making in hiring and retaining the 
caregiving staff the clients and taxpayers depend on and are charged for 
every month of the year.

Given that the national average turnover rate across all industries is 
roughly 15 percent,7 and in some segments of the senior living industry 
it’s 70–90 percent,8 can you imagine if there were a law or a public 
outcry that resulted in client bills being reduced if the staff turnover 
was more than even 40 percent? I’m confident that senior living CEOs 
would demonstrate a rapid change of heart or be fired by their boards 
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6 Hire Right, Fire Right

for clinging to a belief that 85 percent was acceptable, or as likely, the 
company would soon be out of business.

Everyone has customers, people who are served, who purchase, or 
in some way utilize and/or interact with your organization for mutually 
beneficial purposes. Every hire and fire will reverberate in some way 
that touches the people you are in business to serve. The impact could 
be minor, or it could make or break your organization.

For example, consider where you like to go for a good meal versus 
where you rarely or never choose to go. If your experience of the food 
was good but the service was bad, it is possible you might return. If the 
food was bad and the service was good, you probably won’t return. If 
both the food and service were bad, it’s a good bet you’ll never return—
and to top it off, your friends, social media, and restaurant rating sites 
will hear all about it! Of course the opposite is also true for great food 
and service. It’s the same story for your organization. A leader’s skills 
and behaviors, particularly in hiring, developing, and firing employees, 
ripples out into the world and to the stakeholders, like it or not.

We could all make up a list of hiring and firing failures we’ve ob-
served in the news, from afar, or up close. My point is to remind us that 
these disasters were caused by people who were hired by someone or 
some group of people and, in most cases, not fired or held accountable 
in any way for a very long time even though many people knew of the 
wrongdoings. When nothing is done until it is too late, the human and 
financial consequences are immeasurable. One only needs to scan the 
world of big business, government, school systems, hospitals, religious 
organizations, and large nonprofits to see the huge negative impact bad 
hires and lack of accountability can have on individual lives, community 
health, and even a nation, for a very long time and, sometimes, forever.

It is estimated that at least 50 percent and, in some studies, nearly 70 
percent of people working are dissatisfied in their jobs. That can’t be 
healthy for anyone, or for any enterprise, public or private. Another 18 
percent are actively disengaged and haven’t yet been turned around or 
fired. That 18 percent is estimated to cost the US economy at least $550 
billion every year.9

The first solution to these challenges is prevention—hiring the right 
person into the right job. The second solution is to develop and grow 
that person so that great talent is retained. Both solutions require deep 
organization-wide commitment and systematic discipline to carry out 
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best practices that align with the organization’s mission, vision, and 
values.

Furthermore, every one of these three processes—hiring, nurturing, 
and firing—requires meaningful conversations with employees, due 
diligence, and relationship building. How each person is hired (or not), 
nurtured and retained (or not), and fired (or not) really matters to any 
organization’s bottom line, including the bottom line of the employer’s 
reputation.

I’m convinced there are two things we need to significantly improve 
in our workplaces in the United States and around the world: (1) the 
quality of leadership and (2) the ways in which we manage the ARC 
when we acquire, retain, and close a relationship with each employee. 
My previous book, Lead Like It Matters . . . Because It Does10 focuses 
on practical tools for leaders at all levels so they can master the skills 
needed to lead their people effectively and with purpose. This book 
completes the story I need to tell.

LET’S BEGIN!

Any journey worth taking must have a starting point, stops along the 
way, and an ending point. The Hiring Right Search Map provides all 
the steps in my system for getting to the finish line with that terrific new 
employee. In “Section A: Acquisition = Hire Right,” we travel to chap-
ters 1, “Call to Action” through chapter 5, “The Invitation.” Once your 
new staff member is on board, you’ll have the Retention Map to guide 
you through “Section R: Retention = Nurture Right,” which takes us 
from chapter 6, “Welcome Aboard!” through chapter 9, “Growing Your 
People.” On this part of our journey, you’ll discover my system and tools 
for retaining the great talent you just hired. And finally, in “Section C: 
Closure = Fire Right,” we come to the end of the road with chapters 10 
and 11, “When It’s Really Over: Parts 1 and 2.” Here we learn about my 
system for saying goodbye the right way—with grace and dignity for all 
parties, regardless of whether it is an involuntary or voluntary exit.

As you can see, we have a lot of ground to cover, so let’s get started. 
Drumroll please!
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ACQUISITION = HIRE RIGHT
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Chapter One

Call to Action

Figure 1.1. Hiring Right Search Map: Call to Action
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12 Hire Right, Fire Right

The secret of my success is that we have gone to exceptional lengths 
to hire the best people in the world.

—Steve Jobs

WHY IT MATTERS

We’re going to kick off our hiring journey at step 1 on the Hiring Right 
Search Map presented in figure 1.1. This call to action is intended to 
inspire you to keep going, even if the going gets a little slippery, you 
trip here and there, or a new path has to be forged from scratch. I have 
no doubt that you have some kind of hiring process in place already; the 
question is this: Is it working for you? My guess is you picked up this 
book because something’s not working as well as you need it to, and 
you’d like to improve your results. To understand the “why” a bit more 
clearly, let’s begin by looking into your organization’s wallet.

As hard as it may be to believe, the hard data show us over and 
over again that the cost of a bad hire can be more than two times (2x) 
the person’s annual salary . . . until you fire them or they leave. How 
much you lose depends on how much time, money, and productivity is 
flushed away in the meantime. Add the loss of morale among the team 
members before and/or after the person leaves. Then . . . add another 
two (2x) or three times (3x) or more of their salary to replace them. In 
Geoff Smart and Randy Street’s book, WHO: The A Method for Hir-
ing, their client research resulted in estimating that “the average hiring 
mistake costs fifteen times an employee’s base salary in hard costs and 
productivity loss.”1 While theirs is mainly a single industry- and role-
specific calculation, it still makes the point, right? This hiring business 
is costly and important!

And yet . . . we hire most people and positions the way “we’ve al-
ways done it” and based on resumes with thus and such degree and/or 
technical skills along with perceived or tested IQ. We now know that 
EQ (Emotional Quotient), or Emotional Intelligence (EI) as it is also 
known, is far more important for success in most jobs, and it’s critical 
for success within leadership roles. We continue to hire and promote 
people, particularly leaders, by relying heavily on IQ and technical skill 
sets that they present on that all-important resume.
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Have you heard anything like this in your workplace? “She’s the best 
salesperson so she’ll surely be the best leader of other salespeople.” Or 
how about this: “I know he’s a bit of a bully, but he’s uber smart, so 
he’ll do fine.” We might as well say a brilliant scientist, who is deathly 
afraid of heights, should go up to the moon, or a known con man will 
make a great CEO because he says he knows how to negotiate.

Assumptions as ridiculous as these happen every day and every-
where. Too often hiring managers operate on wrong, and even danger-
ous, assumptions about the knowledge, skills, and abilities that are truly 
needed for a particular position. We keep getting the same lousy results, 
and yet we have not substantively evolved and adopted best hiring prac-
tices in many, if not most, organizations.

DEFINITIONS OF SUCCESS AND FAILURE

I agree with Albert Einstein, “We cannot solve our problems with the 
same thinking we used when we created them.”2

Success in hiring well is defined this way: The newly hired person 
has been on board for at least eighteen months, is productive, and is 
doing exactly what he or she was hired to do, resulting in a satisfied, 
engaged employee and positive business outcomes.

A successful hire means far more than avoiding failure. We can hide 
failure by allowing mediocre new hires to remain in place for far too 
long. A successful hire is what we need to work toward; an 85–90 per-
cent, or more, hiring success rate should be expected.

The question is, are you prepared to invest in finding and wooing the 
cream of the crop for your team, or will you settle for “good enough for 
now”? Your answer to that question will determine your hiring success 
rate. And remember, it does not matter what business you are in. You 
could be the owner of a pizza franchise, the executive director of a local 
food bank, a superintendent of schools, a presidential candidate, a house 
cleaning service provider, COO of a trucking company, a bank manager 
. . . if you hire and fire people in your workplace, I’m talking to you.

I’d like to help you experience the task of hiring someone as positive 
and a lot more fun than you may have thought possible. Hiring right is 
an excellent opportunity to grow your organization in a mindful and 
productive way. You’ll be amazed at the how much time and energy 
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14 Hire Right, Fire Right

you can access when you aren’t spending a huge chunk of your work 
life cleaning up personnel messes. And if that weren’t enough incen-
tive, it is so much more work and expense to get hiring wrong than to 
get hiring right.

Failure in hiring well is defined this way: The employee voluntarily 
left or was asked to leave within the first eighteen months, and this exit 
has affected or will negatively affect business outcomes.

Today, we are still seeing tired old hiring methods that result in at 
least a 50 percent failure rate in those we hire.3 Recruiting firms score 
only around 10 percent better in their results—coming in on average at 
a 40 percent failure rate. That means that we face more difficulties in 
developing people and, too often, suffer the painful and costly results of 
having to either replace a fleeing or fired employee. It’s no wonder hir-
ing managers often have a “deer in the headlights” look and sometimes 
seem a little nauseated or just downright depressed, or even anxious, 
when they consider what might happen with the next hire.

WHAT NOT TO DO

Here are six common mistakes hiring managers regularly make with a 
success rate of zero in identifying the qualities you need to find in your 
best hire:

1. Resume Blindness: Without deep and reliable verification, you be-
lieve what you see on the page and assume no one lies (they do!).

2. Group Grope: You throw the whole organization at the candidate 
without well-communicated plans and coordination and just hope it 
works out. This is like playing “pin the tail on the donkey” and pray-
ing somebody hits the right target in another room.

3. Fire Hose: This is where no logic is applied. The hiring manager 
and/or Search Team members pump questions out of a hose waiting 
to see if the candidate chokes or swims, even though the job doesn’t 
require swimming.

4. Whack a Mole: When you “test” for things that have nothing to do 
with the position or a person’s ability to do it well, it’s a waste of 
time and money at the very least. Whack ’em here and whack ’em 
there and see what happens is both insulting and useless. Mind 
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games, tricks, meaningless (vs. meaningful) social gatherings, and 
irrelevant off-the-wall questions like “Who—living or dead—would 
you like to have dinner with?” all demonstrate ignorance on the part 
of the interviewer and provide nothing of value. Great candidates 
will and should run away fast!

5. Hug-fest: This is when you talk about everything but the job and 
also do most of the talking. “How ’bout those Yankees!” Another 
hug-fest clue: you spend most if not all of your time schmoozing the 
candidate with nonstop chatter that is all about trying to sell them on 
your job offering.

6. One-Trick Pony: When an organization bets on only one or two 
metrics for measuring candidates, they lose time and time again. 
Whether it’s an assessment instrument or someone’s “gut” check, 
one metric or two are not nearly enough to tell you what you need to 
know. Some metrics may or may not help with early screening, but 
they will never give you the full picture. And even worse, you could 
lose some of the best people because the standard metric wasn’t a 
good measure for what another exceptional individual could bring to 
the table. You need as much quantitative and qualitative data as you 
can get to win the “land the best” game.

Hiring isn’t easy. Most things worth doing well are not easy, cer-
tainly to start with. It takes practice, patience, and undivided attention 
to become an expert in or even proficient at anything in life. We can 
think it’s easy, wish it were, or pray for the hiring gods to help us. The 
bare-boned truth is this: it takes more than our belief that we can as-
sess someone and get it right by using some combination of the tactics 
above. Instead, it requires a well-defined and disciplined process.

I hope we can agree that the cost of a bad hire is staggering no matter 
if the business is for profit or nonprofit, big or small. Just how stag-
gering depends on the position, the salary, and whether the real costs 
are accurate or underestimated. The costs routinely calculated are often 
limited to the obvious such as advertising and/or recruitment, travel, 
relocation expense, and compensation package. Under the radar are the 
additional and very real costs of lower morale, onboarding time and 
expense, overtime, time wasted by the Human Resources (HR) staff 
and the Search Teams, the hiring supervisor’s time, lost productivity, 
negative internal or external customer impact, as well as the impact on 
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16 Hire Right, Fire Right

those who, in some way, utilize the skills of that position to do their 
own jobs well.

No leader, in any enterprise, would purposefully perpetuate these 
poor quality performance results anywhere else. The fact that high 
failure rates in hiring are tolerated—even expected and explained away 
as “the way it is,” “a crap shoot,” or “we just hope for the best”—is 
inexplicable and preventable.

This is a call to action for anyone who hires even one person a year. 
When we know bad hires costs the organization 2x to 15x the salary in 
direct and indirect losses, there should be a megaphone blasting out the 
hire right message to every corner of every workplace!

How do we change old habits? When the pain of staying the same 
exceeds the pain of changing, we are more likely to change. Another 
way to think about it is this: when we reward what we do want and stop 
rewarding what we do not want, things change much more quickly.

It makes good business sense to reward best practices and results 
in hiring when you want and need the best people in your workplace. 
If we want great staffing results, we have to communicate explicit hir-
ing expectations to all levels of leadership (do not assume they know). 
Then we must reward people who meet or exceed our expectations and 
provide negative consequences to people who don’t.

Management expert and twentieth-century business guru Peter 
Drucker famously said, “What gets measured, gets managed.” If the 
quality of the hires was truly measured and rewarded, hiring well would 
receive the attention it deserves. When the real costs of hiring failures 
are communicated up front and a leader’s hiring track record is tied to 
a performance review, the culture around hiring changes. It’s so easy to 
do this, so why doesn’t it happen more often?

One answer: A history of institutionalized bad hiring habits, resis-
tance to change, and failure to measure the true costs.

When the top leadership accepts a low-quality hiring process and 
fails to insist that hiring well is the organization’s—and therefore every 
hiring supervisor’s—top priority, the result is bad business and bad for 
business, no matter whether we’re talking about one employee in your 
small nonprofit office, fifty employees in your own business, or you 
are the CEO of hundreds of thousands of employees around the world. 
It’s safe to say no one has created, or ever will create, a great agency, 
business, or company by settling for mediocre hires and performance.
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The reasons hiring failures happen at such an alarming rate are all 
over the map. It is rare that leaders and their teams are coached or taught 
the skills to hire well, and fewer are aware of the true costs of failure. 
When I ask leaders what is preventing them from making a great hiring 
process a top priority, I hear things like this:

• We usually get more good than bad people in the door.
• It would take too long and waste too much of my (and my people’s) 

time and energy.
• I’m a great judge of character so I know a good candidate when I 

see one.
• We are just replacing the person who left, so it should be a cake-

walk.
• We know what we’re looking for, so we don’t need a protracted 

process.
• It’s boring, mundane, and repetitive—not a good use of my time.
• I just want it to be over and get on with running my business.
• It’s just an entry-level job.
• We can’t really know until the new person is on the job anyway.
• My boss told me I had to hire _________ (fill in the blank).

These statements don’t hold much water when hiring right is the one 
sure thing that can and will make the organization more successful. 
Consider for a moment that you just learned that 50 percent of your 
customers are dissatisfied. The first question should be: “What are we 
doing to fix our customer satisfaction problem?” It’s unlikely that we 
would hear a similar list of excuses for a customer satisfaction problem 
that’s costing the business dearly. If so, I wouldn’t want to put a wager 
on how long that leader remained employed!

Expediency and distraction, and even workload, are common but not 
valid reasons to shortchange the hiring process. The true costs (human, 
time, and money) of poor hiring practices need to be clear to everyone 
involved. This is a choice to pay now, or pay even more later, and it 
is a choice. Here’s another reason to consider: WIIFM (what’s in it for 
me?). If no one “up there” in your organization is sending you the mes-
sage to invest in hiring well, send it to yourself—it’s by far one of the 
smartest things you can do for your own career, today and for the future. 
Hire the best people—including people who know things you don’t, 
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have skills you need, and are smarter than you—and watch your career 
rise to new heights. Great hires make you look good—really good.

If that isn’t convincing enough, we also know that bad hires often 
lead to terminations of employment. These can and do devolve into 
nasty behaviors and sometimes very expensive lawsuits and arbitra-
tions. They can even result in workplace violence where the health and 
lives of other employees can be at risk. Perhaps that is a wake-up call 
that will make it worth it for top management to invest the time and ef-
fort and insist that hiring right and firing right is a top strategic priority 
and provide the resources to make it a reality.

VALUE PROPOSITION

These are samples of questions you can ask yourself and your team to 
get grounded in the cost/benefit value proposition and give yourself and 
others an objective reality check:

• How much time and money did we spend to hire this person, includ-
ing staff time?

• What worked and what didn’t work—what did I/we learn?
• What are our percentages of great, mediocre, or bad hires over the 

last three years, and how do we know?
• How long will it take to get a replacement for the great hire I lost 

too soon?
• What did it cost us in time, money, lost productivity, morale, and 

customer satisfaction to hire that employee who didn’t work out?

This is a sobering conversation, even if you just have it with yourself! 
It is safe to assume that most people want a job that matches and 

can grow their career interests, talents, and skills. Let’s also assume 
that most people want their work to be meaningful, to be part of an 
enjoyable workplace, and to work for a leader and with coworkers they 
respect. And finally, let’s assume that no one (employee or supervisor) 
enjoys the “we’re letting you go” conversation.

Great talent does not want to or have to work for an employer who 
hires, develops, or fires poorly. This is a call to action to take an honest 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Call to Action 19

look at your current hiring practices. You have or will have a job open-
ing to fill soon, no doubt. Let’s get a jump on it now!

In chapter 2, “Digging for Gold,” we’ll begin this important journey 
in earnest. Think of it like a treasure hunt; you might get your hands 
dirty and your feet wet, but it will be worth it when you find that nugget 
of talent you’ve been searching for. You’ll have a checklist to help you 
dot your i’s and cross your t’s before you launch your search, as well as 
one to guide you if you choose to use an outside search firm. We will 
explore the world of options so you can make well-informed decisions 
as you move forward.

Let’s get digging!
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Figure 2.1. Hiring Right Search Map: Digging for Gold

Chapter Two

Digging for Gold
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Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first four 
sharpening the axe.

—Abraham Lincoln

As we continue to step 2 of the Hiring Right Search Map, “Digging for 
Gold” (see figure 2.1), we’ll focus on readiness preparations for your 
search journey as well as how and where to look for the best candidates. 
If you’re promoting or filling a lateral position with a unionized em-
ployee from within, you’re bound by the rules of the contract and may 
want to skip over to the next section, “Retention = Nurture Right,” and 
focus on development. However, if you’re hiring for new bargaining 
unit positions or from a civil service list, this chapter and those that 
follow are still for you. 

There are a number of crucial steps that must take place prior to any 
job posting or recruitment effort. For the odds to be in your favor, this 
checklist is the starting point. There may be more things you want to 
add to your customized checklist, but these will get you started.

PRE-SEARCH CHECKLIST

Complete each item.

Create the Position’s Storybook

This is the essential first step and may take some time to complete.

 ✓ Review the current job/position description carefully, including 
people this new person will be working with and/or serving. Get input 
from as many stakeholders as possible, including any direct reports 
and Human Resources (HR) if appropriate. Make no assumptions that 
anything is staying the same as you answer at least these questions:
• Why do you need this position?
• What do you need in this position now that has changed from the 

past? 
• What impact does this position have on others’ work? 
• What are the absolutes for education, experience, and KSAs 

(knowledge, skills, and abilities) that you know are essential for 
any candidate to succeed? 
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• What are the “nice to have’s” you would like to see and why? 
• How should this position fit within the organizational chart?
• Final check: What, if anything, is still missing or should be re-

moved from the new position description?
 ✓ Imagine you’re a candidate reading the job description. Does it de-
scribe what success looks like? Is it welcoming and inclusive? Is the 
language explicit enough? Are all the expectations and requirements 
clear, including any values-based expectations?

 ✓ During the review, consider the wording and anything else you 
believe would make the position attractive to the kind of candidates 
you want to attract. The more diverse your intended pool, the more 
you need to pay attention to wording that is inclusive and not biased.

Scorecards

 ✓ Determine all requirements you have of all your candidates from 
writing samples to presentations, any testing you will require for 
this position, and the scores you are looking for and why. Think of 
creative ways to remove barriers versus erecting them without weak-
ening your ability to assess.

 ✓ Be certain of the objective value of any assessments and ensure they 
are legal instruments authorized for use in hiring and not biased by 
gender, age, race, religion, or ethnicity and do not violate the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

 ✓ Do not use 360 assessments or self-scoring personality or style 
instruments for the purpose of hiring. If a candidate knows you are 
using these, be aware that these can either be “gamed” or biased, 
telling you nothing of value. No candidate is going to hand over a 
negative 360 report, and clever ones will know how to answer self-
scoring instruments to match what they think you want.

 ✓ Include any Industrial Psychologist interview requirements. 

Pay to Play

 ✓ Identify your pay range, or state that you pay competitively, and 
include extras such as signing benefits, bonuses, moving, housing, 
visits, and such that you are willing to offer.

 ✓ Create a budget for getting the results you want. Include, for ex-
ample, your search plan costs of recruitment, advertisements, yours 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



24 Hire Right, Fire Right

and/or candidates’ travel costs, staff time investment (this is an 
indirect but real cost to the organization), testing, all likely perks, 
recruitment firms, and dual career couples costs/options. Then, do 
your best to stick to that budget!

Your Team and Your Strategy

 ✓ Establish your Search Team and your search process plan. These are 
the people who will each have important roles in the selection pro-
cess. (More on this in chapter 3, “Getting to Know You.”)

 ✓ Define your search strategy and identify your most promising means 
and methods for attracting the candidates you want to have apply 
by posting (advertising, listing, etc.) or recruitment (active reaching 
out) or both. 

When you’re clear about exactly who and what you need, you’re well 
on your way to letting the world know about this job opening. When 
you hire right and retain those great hires, and when everyone believes 
it to be a top business priority, you will likely see an increase in people 
who will volunteer to serve on Search Teams and actively participate 
in onboarding activities. This happens when you, the hiring supervisor, 
make hiring right a top priority and prove it by establishing expectations 
and accountability throughout the process.

Pitfall: Not enough time. Need this position yesterday!

Solution: Remember it is real money in the bank to get this right. A fast 
hire is too often a slow fire, and you can’t afford it!

You and your organization’s mind-set and attitude about recruitment 
and filling positions with the best people can be, and usually is, a sig-
nificant differentiator in attracting the best people. The ways in which 
you present your organization to your most desirable candidates mat-
ters—a lot. It is often the little things that make you stand out from the 
crowd—the first impression with the first human contact, the wording 
of the job description, the organization’s description of itself, its web 
presence, and the personal touch and tone of the invitation to apply. All 
these are clues that send important signals to prospective candidates.
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Sharing what you are proud of—your mission, services, products, 
vision, values, and your culture—is fair game and important to con-
vey. I suggest you refrain from boasting, bragging, or demonstrating 
hubris in any way, no matter how big or fancy your organization hap-
pens to be at this moment. Top candidates do their homework before 
an interview and know a great deal about your organization already. 
How you treat your candidates, from the very beginning to the finish 
line of the search process, will have the greatest impact on attracting 
the people you want to work for and with you, and not insignificantly, 
affect your reputation as a prospective employer out there in the world 
of social media. 

On the flip side, one of the most off-putting things you can convey 
to a prospective candidate is that they are somehow “lucky” to be con-
sidered by your enterprise. If a candidate wants to know the ratio of 
applicants to hires, they will ask. 

WHERE TO LOOK FOR CANDIDATES:  
POSTING VERSUS RECRUITING

Let’s look at the options you have to choose from to find those desir-
able candidates.

There is a big difference between posting a job versus recruiting and 
attracting the right person for that job. Advertising it inside and outside 
the organization is generally a reactive approach (you react to those 
who apply); recruiting is generally a proactive approach (you reach out 
to encourage various people to apply). Posting may appear to be fast 
and efficient, but it can be a crapshoot; recruiting, however, is more 
precise and strategic and may take the same, less, or more time. Posting 
is like a potluck supper, where you might get a nice smorgasbord, or, 
more often, there are too many salads and not enough of anything else. 
Recruitment is more like choosing your menu carefully and going only 
to restaurants with a good rating that offer exactly what you want.

Choosing to post should be the result of a strategic thought process 
for the hiring leader; it should be chosen as the smartest method for the 
right reasons, not out of habit or with the false assumption that it will 
save you time and money. It often won’t in the long run and, perhaps, 
not even in the short run. 
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There are smart and compelling reasons to post a job internally and/
or more broadly. For instance, you may know from experience that 
your internal or local/regional pool contains many good candidates 
whom you know will apply, and you want to save your resources for the 
screening and interviewing process and other important expenditures. 
Perhaps you’ve had layoffs and you need to post internally first to give 
those folks an opportunity to be reemployed. It makes sense if you be-
lieve you have one or more internal qualified candidates for whom this 
would be a growth or promotion opportunity, and/or you prefer to fill 
the job from within. Of course, if you know of people, inside or outside 
your workplace, whom you want to encourage to apply, you can cer-
tainly recruit them to be candidates as long as you make no promises 
about the search outcome. In all these examples, posting is a choice that 
makes good business sense. 

Pitfall: Subjectivity, plus or minus, with internal candidate.

Solution: A rigorous, objective process that measures all candidates 
against the same criteria.

Online platforms are one proactive approach to search for and re-
cruit great candidates. The ground is constantly moving in the techno-
recruitment world, so there are no easy answers about how to and where 
to recruit your best candidates for a particular position. The plethora of 
internet companies that promise you the best and the brightest list of job 
seekers through their screening algorithms can be a useful tool, but it 
is not the toolbox. Sifting through which dot.com company does what 
well is not the purpose of this book, but I will give you some options to 
review because only you can judge if it is a good option for your situ-
ation. A current (as of this writing) list of online resources that have a 
good history and good ratings by users (both job seekers and employ-
ers) can be found in the Resources section for this chapter at the end of 
the book. 

Before you venture there, though, let’s look at the rest of the story. 
Many companies have entire teams of people that show up on college 
campuses every semester. Others scour their competition for high- 
potential candidates they might be able to lure away from another 
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employer. Internal recruiters use a multitude of methods including 
recruitment sites; job posting sites; social media, including LinkedIn, 
Facebook, and Instagram; and discipline-specific professional networks. 

External recruiting firms specialize in finding just the right person for 
just the right job using many of the same tools as their internal counter-
parts. They work in virtually every field of expertise: sales, marketing, 
C-Suite, college presidents and faculty, science and research, school 
superintendents, HR professionals, fundraising professionals, and IT 
whiz kids, to name a few. 

Nearly all mid- to top-level positions in any enterprise can find a 
recruitment company that specializes in their target job market. There’s 
no question these companies exist, but you should ask these questions: 
How good are they? Is this the best firm for your organization? Can 
you afford their fees? In considering hiring a talent acquisition, search, 
or recruitment firm (all three terms are used in the industry along with 
the generic term, head hunters), there are a number of things to discuss 
with a firm before you sign on. 

Here’s a checklist of starter questions that are important to ask.

RECRUITMENT FIRM CHECKLIST QUESTIONS

 ✓ Cost: Most recruiters will charge a percentage of the annual salary. 
Ask what they charge exactly and by what method.

 ✓ Timing: What is the firm’s turnaround time to present at least three 
or four high-potential candidates? It is a good indicator if the firm 
can provide you with at least a few viable candidates within two 
weeks. The national average of a completed search is 90–120 days, 
so the faster a firm can respond, the better.1

 ✓ Quality: What is the firm’s specialty and the ratio of candidate slates 
offered versus candidates who are acceptable to the client? You’ll 
want to see that at least 75 percent of the candidates presented are 
acceptable to the firm’s clients and invited to interview.

 ✓ Offer acceptance: Just as when you do your own posting and search, 
the rate of acceptance of an offer should be around 95 percent in 
most jobs and about 80 percent in IT jobs if the search was done 
well. This kind of success rate will indicate the firm has presented 
the right people for the job.
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 ✓ Sustainability: What is the average stay-on-the-job time for the can-
didates who have been hired from this firm’s slate of candidates?

 ✓ Pool potential: How difficult (or not) do they say it will be to find 
high-potential candidates in today’s market for this job? What is 
their vetting process?

 ✓ Inclusion: What do they do to attract a diverse pool of candidates?
 ✓ Relationship: Who works with the client on the search, and how 
much time do they typically spend getting to know your culture and 
the hiring leader?

 ✓ Guarantees: What exactly do they promise in return for your check—
particularly in the event the hire does not prove successful?

For additional resources in helping you select recruiting firms, check 
the Resources section for this chapter at the end of the book.

There are two predominant types of outsourced (vs. in-house) recruit-
ers, and there are differences in their fee structures.

Retained: In this case, and the most predominant method, you pay 
the recruiter a fee based on a percentage of the salary for the position 
you want to fill. Of course they have to successfully fill the job to get 
paid! The range today is from 20 to 35 percent. It is generally at the 
higher end with harder to fill position titles, and the fee fluctuates based 
on what’s happening in the real-time marketplace. The fee may also be 
applied to any bonuses or commissions you pay the candidate in that 
first year, so it is important to have all the details and obligations clearly 
defined and agreed upon before contracting with a firm. The firm may 
agree to only charge you once you’ve hired a candidate, or you may be 
asked to pay a percentage at the beginning, another portion during the 
process, and the rest at a successful conclusion. 

Contract: This refers both to the way some recruiters are paid, and it 
can also relate to the type of job you need filled. For instance, a contract 
recruiter is paid by the hour and the range can be from $15 to $250 or 
more an hour depending both on the recruiter and the job they are trying 
to fill for you. This arrangement can be easily abused without written 
iron-clad expectations and controls over how they use their time and 
your money. It is also important to know your guarantees, including one 
that you pay nothing if they are not successful! 

When it refers to the type of person you’re hiring as an “independent 
contractor” versus a regular employee, it means the recruiter charges 
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you a percentage of the contractor’s hourly rate for the entire time the 
person is employed with you. 

Whatever your arrangement with a recruiter or recruiting firm, al-
ways ask for your guarantees in writing before you agree to or sign 
anything. You can ask for and often get contingencies such as a new 
search at no cost to you if the hired person leaves or is fired within the 
first thirty days, or if it’s in the first quarter, the firm may be willing to 
do another search for a discounted price. Good firms want repeat busi-
ness and will work with you to ensure success. 

You can always negotiate rates, particularly if you have gained fre-
quent-client status. Take note that recruiters do not have to take you on 
as a client, and they won’t if you have a history of people they’ve placed 
leaving your organization in less than a year. That’s a big red flag to a 
recruiter. It could indicate that something particularly dysfunctional is 
happening in your workplace, and they won’t want to place others in the 
future without changes and improvements.

The key advantage of using a recruiting firm is the ability to reduce 
or completely eliminate your need to internally manage the candidate 
screening process. If you are partnering with a firm where the screening 
includes things that matter to you like testing or specific written materi-
als, and you have confidence that the firm is carrying out that process 
responsibly, it is a very tempting option. You will need to make your 
own cost-benefit analysis. Dollar for dollar, it may be worth it so that 
you can invest your valuable time and resources on the internal stage of 
the process with just a few top-notch candidates.

Here is a summary of a search study that might interest you as you 
make your decisions about how to find your ideal candidates. I am not 
recommending any one or combination of strategies. I am suggesting 
that you learn from the wisdom of paid recruiters and explore their 
methods, particularly if you are going to rely on internal resources to 
find the best of the best for your open positions. 

A 2016 SilkRoad study of thirteen million applicants and three hun-
dred thousand hires at twelve hundred companies revealed that the post-
and-pray strategy still is the most popular way of hiring candidates. 
That is, 42 percent of hires came from posting roles on job boards and 
company websites. Recruiter-sourced candidates represented only 10 
percent of hires.
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While job postings have some benefits, hoping that star performers 
will fall into your lap is not advisable. Successful recruiters help orga-
nizations by building a repeatable and a scalable formula for finding 
and engaging star performers. For some roles, e-mails to candidates 
that do not include a job description are 27 percent more efficient than 
those that do. This could be because candidates have more trust in e-
mails without a link or attachment, or it could be that e-mails with job 
descriptions are longer. Personalized e-mails are about 75 percent more 
effective than generic ones. LinkedIn messages are about six times (!) 
more effective than e-mails for parts of the candidate pool.2

We’ve explored the post-and-pray option and the professional re-
cruiter option. There is a combo approach. Today, many organizations 
do both posting and recruiting in one form or another. Depending on 
your internal staff resources and skill sets, the job at hand, the difficulty 
in attracting preferred candidates, unique state mandates, and your fi-
nancial resources, different combinations of recruitment options should 
be considered.

A combo approach opens up the position to the local and regional 
pool and simultaneously posts in national publications that serve the 
appropriate industry. Professional networks, your Search Team’s net-
works, alumni networks, word of mouth, referral bonuses, user-friendly 
organizational job posting websites, and using social media effectively 
can all enhance an internal search process beyond simply posting a 
position. Internal recruiting and networking with people to encourage 
them to apply can make very good sense. At the same time, contract-
ing with a search firm will broaden your pool and could speed up the 
process. It doesn’t have to be a choice of either/or; it can be both/and. 
Whatever your search strategy is, it has to work for you and the position 
you need to fill. The key is to thoughtfully develop your search strategy 
each and every time.

In my final position at Cornell University, I was promoted to the role 
of Director for Administration, Facilities and Finance as a result of a 
combo search effort. The job was posted internally, regionally, and na-
tionally in print media and higher-education professional publications. 
There was no search firm. This was a high-profile position with dual 
responsibility for operating budgets of $250 million and overseeing 
the HR activities for roughly two thousand employees (professional, 
administrative, and bargaining unit). The man who would become my 
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boss asked me to lunch to discuss the job and encouraged me to apply. 
The incumbent called me as well and urged me to consider his job. I 
felt honored and courted; the encouragement had everything to do with 
my decision to throw my hat in the ring. This is a good example of 
combining recruiting with posting for a job. The process was extremely 
rigorous, and the competition was fierce. When I was offered the posi-
tion, I was certain it was a great match for me and for them, and it was.

My system may seem like a lot of work to you right now, and you 
would be right; the setup and decision making at the front end of the 
search process requires your time and due diligence. The good news is 
that once you have a consistent, well-considered system in place, the 
next search will take less time to set up correctly, and the next time, 
less again. The even better news is that proper preparation will likely 
shorten the total timeline of your searches. You’ll also have established 
a precedent and a process, one that can lend itself well to delegation of 
many of the pieces and parts. The first time, though, the hiring leader 
needs to be fully immersed in getting it right, just like you would for 
any important new project. 

In chapter 3, “Getting to Know You,” things get more exciting! You 
have your pool of viable candidates in front of you, and it’s time to 
introduce them to your organization and the position you are offering.

Let’s open the door!
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Chapter 3

Getting to Know You

Figure 3.1. Hiring Right Search Map: Getting to Know You
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We don’t see things as they are; we see them as we are.

—Anaïs Nin

THE SEARCH TEAM

We have arrived at step 3 of our Hiring Right Search Map (see figure 
3.1), and it’s time to take a deep dive into our pool of candidates. In 
this Anaïs Nin quote, there is a caution for us in hiring. If you replace 
her word things with the word people, you’ll understand what I mean. 
There is a real danger in seeing what you want to see and ignoring pat-
terns, oddities, and biases. I alert you to this because too often bad hires 
are a result of hiring leaders and their Search Teams making mistaken 
assumptions without due diligence. A well-selected Search Team that 
is committed to the process and represents your organization well will 
go a long way to prevent poor results.

In chapter 2, we created your Pre-search Checklist. On that list was 
the task of creating your Search Team. I promised to tell you more, so 
here we go!

No matter what type of position or what method you choose for 
seeking out candidates (posting, recruiting, or combo), you will need to 
create a Search Team. I offer suggestions of Search Team members for 
each of the five general levels of positions. It is imperative that more 
eyes and ears beyond the hiring supervisor are involved in the vetting 
process regardless of the position. The old saying “Haste makes waste” 
was never truer than in hiring right! Be as serious in choosing your 
Search Team as you are in choosing your candidates. You can, and 
should, establish your Search Team before—or at least during—the 
time you are waiting to receive potential candidates’ materials. 

The Search Team members list gets longer and more complex as the 
jobs get more complex and expensive. 

Keep these two points in mind all the way through: 

1. One person can fill more than one role when they serve in a dual 
capacity—like a peer who is also an internal customer.

2. Search Teams should not be too big or too small. Too big and they 
are unwieldy and less effective with too many people to inform and 
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keep track of. Too small and group-think can set in with a higher risk 
of hearing fewer perspectives and/or choosing “someone just like 
us” or other biases that can seep into a small closed group. 

Both of these extremes are a danger to due diligence and a great hire. 
The players and minimum and maximum numbers are, of course, guide-
lines. You’re the best judge of your positions and must decide based on 
the situation at hand.

Sample Makeup of Search Teams

Nonexempt:* building and maintenance trades, bank tellers, waitstaff, 
administrative support, customer service reps, teaching assistants, re-
ception, sales clerks, certified nursing assistant, etc.

• Hiring supervisor 
• Immediate work team member(s)
• One or two key customers (internal and/or external) 
• Minimum three; maximum five

Exempt Entry Level: project coordinator, first-level IT engineer, first-
year teacher, account manager, site manager, sous chef, recruiter, etc.

• Hiring supervisor’s supervisor (optional)
• Hiring supervisor
• Immediate work team member(s)
• One or two peers not in immediate work team
• One or two key customers (internal and/or external) 
• Minimum four; maximum six

Exempt Mid-Level and Mid-Level Technical: project manager, business 
analyst, tenure-track teacher, nursing supervisor, safety manager, IT 
operations manager, building trades supervisor, etc.

• Hiring supervisor’s supervisor (optional)
• Hiring supervisor
• Immediate work team member(s)
• Two to four peers not in immediate work team
• Two to three key customers (internal and/or external)
• Minimum six; maximum ten
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Each job category needs your full attention. For instance, entry-level 
nonexempt jobs are the most frequently experienced “face” of your or-
ganization for your customers, internal or external. These are the people 
who create that important first impression representing your entire 
enterprise. You’re not going to need as extensive a search process for a 
cashier as you would a store manager because the job requirements are 
fewer. However, it is important to pay very close attention to hiring the 

Exempt Senior Level and Senior Technical: regional manager, senior 
operations manager, head of nursing, IT director, health and safety 
manager, senior human resources (HR) officer, etc.

• Senior-level leadership but not necessarily C-Suite (optional)
• Hiring supervisor’s supervisor
• Hiring supervisor
• Immediate work team member(s)
• Four to six peers not in immediate work team
• Three to five key customers (internal and/or external)
• Minimum ten; maximum fifteen

Exempt Top Management and Top Technical: executive director, chief 
operating officer, chief information officer, chief financial officer, chief 
HR officer, CEO, SVP, VP, etc.

• One to three board members (optional)
• C-Suite, owners, partners 
• Senior-level leadership
• Hiring supervisor
• Immediate work team members
• Four to six peers not in immediate work team
• Three to five key customers (internal and/or external) 
• Minimum twelve; maximum twenty

*The Federal Fair Labor Standard Act (FSLA) requires most employees, unless specifically 
listed as not subject to FSLA, to be classified as either nonexempt from overtime rules or 
exempt from overtime rules. One of the exceptions to this is an independent contractor. This 
is someone, or some entity, you contract with for a specific amount of time and money to 
do specific work for your organization. This type of hire is not an employee. For example, 
independent contractors might be an outside consultant presenting a program or training, 
a project consultant, an architect, a lawyer, or an accounting firm. In addition, some states 
have their own labor laws that must be followed in classifying the work people do. Fair La-
bor Standards Act, “FLSA Coverage,” FLSA Homepage, https://www.flsa.com/coverage.html.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

https://www.flsa.com/coverage.html


 Getting to Know You 37

right people in your frontline jobs. We are, as consumers of products 
and services, interacting with frontline folks far more often, and gener-
ally much longer, than with a leader or anyone else more senior. These 
folks are your organization’s ambassadors to the world. 

To illustrate just how big a small experience can be with your front-
line staff, I’ll share two case stories.

Case 1: Ellyn drove to a chain store to buy some simple white pillow-
cases because she had purchased them there in the past and it was close 
to home. After looking at every linen shelf and endcap and seeing none, 
she tried to find a store clerk. No luck. She waited in a checkout line to 
ask her question. The cashier told her to look in the linen section. Ellyn 
said she’d been there and couldn’t see them. She asked if the cashier 
could call someone to help her. The cashier said, “We’re probably out 
then,” and looking past Ellyn, said, “Next in line.” Ellyn left, went to 
her car, checked online with her phone, and ordered what she needed. 
It came the next day. Sound familiar?

Case 2: Sam purchased a large piece of furniture from an online 
seller. It arrived with one piece of glass broken. He called customer 
service and, in less than five minutes, the problem was solved. Apolo-
gies given, no need to send a picture of the damage, and “Please look 
for your full refund within twenty-four hours unless you would like us 
to send another one right away,” the customer service representative 
said. “Thanks so much for the refund. I’ll just keep the piece you sent, 
no need to replace it,” said Sam. “I am sure I can get someone to fix 
the broken glass.” They thanked each other, and Sam continued to shop 
from that company.

According to Jonah Berger in his book Contagious, “word of mouth 
is the primary factor behind 20% to 50% of all purchasing decisions.”1 
This is true whether it’s a service or a product. As for the end game—
the business in case 1 went bankrupt, closing hundreds of stores and 
eliminating thousands of jobs. The business in case 2 is thriving, hiring 
more people, and moving ahead of their competitors. Word does get 
around. No real surprises in these outcomes, right? 

Search Team Checklist

When you, the hiring supervisor and leader of your team, are selecting 
your Search Team members, the first step is to answer at least the fol-
lowing questions before asking anyone to join your team:
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 ✓ How much is this person affected by who gets hired?
 ✓ Has this person been involved in any searches before?
 ✓ Does this person have a good performance and accountability history?
 ✓ What have you noticed about any biases this person may have about 
people and/or your organization? How inclusive are they?

 ✓ How well does this person collaborate with others right now?
 ✓ What skills, perspectives, knowledge, and attitude does this person 
bring to the team?

 ✓ Does this person reflect your organizational values in his/her behav-
iors?

 ✓ Does this person contribute to diversity on your team (e.g., gender, 
race, age, skill sets, personality, experience, perspective, and current 
role)?

While a Search Team member may not tick all the boxes on these ques-
tions, you should be satisfied with the answers to most of them. Select 
people who care about the position and are prepared to invest their time 
and effort to reach a successful outcome. Choose carefully; a diverse 
team that works well together makes better hires together. 

The second step is to train the Search Team members. Yes, train 
them! Serving on a Search Team is rarely, if ever, someone’s primary 
role, and people tend to forget things like what is and isn’t legal to ask 
or say or do. It is in your best interest to have a well-informed and or-
ganized team where each person knows the plan, the rules of the game, 
and their specific role in the process. Typically, different people play 
different roles along the way. Some may review candidate materials 
and select who moves forward; others may conduct phone or video 
interviews; and still others may participate in on-site interview roles. 

Once you’ve gathered your team together, it’s time to discuss what 
matters in the search at hand, even if they have served on other Search 
Teams in the past. It is best to assume nothing and create a shared 
awareness and understanding about the following:

1. The position description with a clear picture of everything you’ve 
determined the ideal candidate needs to bring to the table as a result 
of your Pre-search Checklist work. 

2. The search plan with each step defined, including the timeline for 
each step. 
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3. Each person’s strengths, interests, and role on the Search Team so 
everyone knows who is working with whom on what and when.

4. How and by whom the final decision will be made (the hiring su-
pervisor, the next level up, the team, people with veto power, etc.).

5. All the rules around questions: what is legal or not legal, what is 
and is not appropriate, and any special training for evaluating the 
answers you’ll be receiving in different steps of the process from 
the pool of candidates. (See examples in the Resources section for 
this chapter.)

6. How to ask open-ended powerful questions—with examples and 
even specific scripts. How to listen deeply, how to reflect back what 
they hear and see, and how to use interview time to the best advan-
tage. (See examples in the Resources section for this chapter.)

7. How to recognize bias in themselves and in the candidates. (See ex-
amples of bias in the Resources section for this chapter.) Your first 
look at submitted resumes should be “blind” to help prevent uncon-
scious or even conscious bias from causing problems early on. That 
means names, pictures, any identifying gender, race, age, and ethnicity 
information are redacted by someone who is not on your Search Team. 

To illustrate how training the Search Team members works, we will 
walk through a relatively straightforward example for an Administra-
tive Assistant to a Vice President for Human Resources position and 
answer the seven questions.

Administrative Assistant to the  
Vice President of Human Resources

Question 1

Must-haves: three to five years’ prior experience in a complex or 
senior level office; excellent oral and written communication skills; 
positive attitude and proven history of diplomacy; proven history of 
keeping sensitive information confidential; excellent working knowl-
edge of computer programs XYZ; high school graduate; ability to type 
at least sixty words a minute.

Preferred: has worked in HR operations in the past and/or in a confi-
dential setting; more than high school education; has led some projects; 
known to be calm under pressure.
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Question 2

Posted on January 15 by HR; resumes received and vetted (see question 
3); top four or five selected for next step by February 5; written ques-
tions and answers due from vetted candidates by February 15; phone 
interviews of top two or three by February 20 (see question 3); finalist 
on-site interviews completed by February 28 (see question 3).

Question 3

Team members are VP Sallie; coworkers Tom, Natasha, José, Dorothy, 
Rashaad, and Mae; and divisional customers Doug and Mary. Sallie 
will weigh in after written questions are received and vetted and be in-
volved in finalist interviews and weigh in on any “maybe candidates.” 
Tom and Mae have skills in resume vetting and will screen all candi-
dates; everyone on the team will have access to all the resumes and the 
cover sheet reviews by Tom and Mae stating the reason a resume was 
screened in or out. Natasha and Rashaad have interviewing skills and 
will sit in together on the phone calls with one of them asking questions 
and the other with follow-up if needed. They will create the questions 
to ask all candidates and review with the team, then conduct the phone/
video interviews and provide a cover sheet of their rating of the answers 
as well as any additions or new information the candidate provided. 
José, Dorothy, Mary, and Doug will create the questions and format for 
the on-site interviews, organize people and logistics, and keep the team 
well informed. Everyone will be involved in the on-site interviews in 
one way or another.

Question 4

Sallie has the final hiring decision, but she will not hire anyone the team 
does not recommend. Any team member can question if a candidate 
should have been screened in or out at each step of the process, and the 
team will confer with Sallie if needed.

Question 5

Team members will read and ask questions about the illegal questions 
sheet (see example in the Resources section for this chapter) as well as 
questions that are deemed inappropriate for this position. For instance, 
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the team members will not ask the candidates what they’ve heard about 
the VP, her office, or what they didn’t like about past bosses. While 
these are not illegal questions, they are not appropriate in a profes-
sional search. The candidate may offer this information, but do not 
ask for it.

Question 6

Create questions for the candidates that are open-ended with sentences 
beginning with words like what, how, and when instead of close-ended 
“yes” or “no” questions. Put your proposed interview questions to this 
test. If possible, mock up a practice training session with the team to 
demonstrate allowing for silence and letting the candidate fill in the 
silences.

Question 7

Have an open discussion about the team’s biases to watch out for, such 
as wanting to hire someone who is just like themselves; preferring one 
gender over another, one race over another, one personality type over 
another, or one age over another; and having a certain level of familiar-
ity with the candidate (i.e., nepotism). Examine the interview questions 
through a lens that demonstrates bias: stereotyping, labeling, and pre-
judging. Discuss how to identify undesirable biases in the candidates’ 
answers.

*   *   *
As you are sifting through candidate files, keep in mind that there is a 
living, breathing human being connected to that file, a person who was 
interested enough in working with your organization to put their name 
forward. This is the beginning of the relationship phase of the hiring 
process. 

Assuming your due diligence in seeking great candidates for your 
open position is completed, you now have a number of names, resumes, 
and cover letters on your desk. I often think of this process to be like a 
blind date because, especially today, with online virtual meeting space 
and a growing number of employer/employee matchmaking companies, 
it really seems much like a professional blind date. We’re all trying to 
find the right match! In whatever ways your applicants were reviewed 
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and winnowed, the next step is to vet this initial group before any other 
steps. 

This is the moment in the book where I have to burst any balloons 
you may have about candidates and their resumes. According to an ar-
ticle by Monster.com, almost half of workers (46 percent) polled by one 
staffing firm said they know someone who included false information 
on a resume.2 Other surveys have reported even higher percentages. The 
survey research tells us that the three most common lies people put on 
their resumes are the following: 

• Education embellishments
• Date deception
• Skill stretching 

Here are three commonsense ways to lower your risk:

1. Skills assessments. Test for the skills required before hire. The ap-
propriate assessment can measure specific abilities, for example, 
typing speed for an administrative assistant. 

2. Social media research. It is common practice today to check for 
inconsistencies and outright lies on social media sites like Facebook 
and LinkedIn and professional networking sites that are relevant. If 
you have kept past applications and resumes on file, check to see if 
this person has applied before and if the facts have changed in mate-
rial ways. If any version of a candidate’s resume or work history is 
online, compare it to what you receive.

3. Reference checks. Before you hire, it is essential to contact a 
candidate’s references and as many former employers as reasonable. 
Check  educational institutions to verify the accuracy of the resume. 
You will need the candidate’s permission to contact a current em-
ployer prior to making an offer. Making an offer contingent on your 
reference checks is a wise thing to do. To take a deeper dive,  ask 
for additional references beyond the initial candidate-friendly ones. 
While you may get only date of hire, job title, and date of departure 
from some references, you often can get more if you ask the right 
questions. For instance: “Would you hire Joe again and if so why?” 
If they loved that employee, they’ll usually say, “Absolutely!” Even 
if they say nothing, listen to their phone or body language. Hesitation 
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and silence is at least a yellow if not a red flag. It is one more nugget 
of data to help you vet candidates. 

4. Background checks. Employers can also outsource background 
checks to specialty firms who do this routinely, and some choose to 
run a credit check and/or legal checks. In most cases, you must ask a 
candidate’s permission to request a credit report. If the position does 
not involve financial risk, ask yourself if there is a real justification 
for this; many people have been damaged through no fault of their 
own with credit reports due to hacking and identity theft. In addition, 
class, social status, and other biases are concerns to be considered 
prior to asking a candidate’s permission to run a credit check. 

Post-hire reference checks are too little too late as you can imagine. 
On the other side of the coin, if you are the reference, please don’t lie 
when someone asks you about a candidate. Giving a false positive ref-
erence is downright wrong. Neither you nor anyone else deserves to be 
on the receiving end of a lie. People have been known to do it to get rid 
of a problem employee. If you haven’t experienced this yet, you will 
eventually. When they don’t know how or don’t want to deal with a 
firing, some people will just pass the problem along to you and breathe 
a sigh of relief. The old saying, “If you can’t say anything good, say 
nothing at all,” holds true. Hopefully, you’re able to be 100 percent 
honest about the strengths and weaknesses of the person in question, 
but if you can only give the bare minimum of facts due to internal 
policy or for legal reasons, do your best as a reference giver to find a 
way to give subtle hints in hopes the reference checker is discerning 
enough to notice.

The quality and commitment of your Search Team is a cornerstone 
to making a great hire. When you choose members carefully, prepare 
the team well, and create a well-considered plan together, including all 
the steps for due diligence, the process should be both enjoyable and 
effective.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

From the moment you announce to the world you have a position open, 
you are making some kind of an impression—good, bad, or neutral. 
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It’s a bit like that blind date. You want the position to sound attractive 
without overdoing it; what you print needs to be welcoming and sound 
professional. 

Have you ever read a job ad in a print publication or online that ex-
cited you? How about one that put you off, maybe even offended you? 
What was it about either of those situations that caused your reaction? 
For me, the ad’s a killer when it says little of value and is boring. On the 
other end of the spectrum is an ad with a long list of expectations that 
are, shall we say, ridiculous for anyone to take seriously. 

Writing job postings, whether crafted internally or with the assis-
tance of a paid recruiter, needs to be done with intention. You want to 
attract the best candidates, and you are putting your workplace, and 
you as an employer, in a public-facing forum every single time. You 
need your opening to sound attractive, no matter what the job is. If 
you want to stand out, begin at the beginning. Here are some points 
to consider:

• Are the essential must-haves for education, experience, attitude, and 
such clear?

• Is what you need for the position to accomplish crystal clear?
• Is it too short, too long, or just right? (See examples 4a, 4b, 5a, and 

5b.) 
• Is it too open-ended, too rigid, or just right? (See examples 4a, 4b, 

5a, and 5b.)
• Does it pass the “would I find it readable and interesting” test?
• Is it welcoming to all, or does it feel exclusive to a category of people 

(i.e., gender, race, location, ethnicity, only able bodied, etc.)?
• Does it talk about your mission, vision, and organizational values?
• Does it abide by your internal policies as well as state and federal 

laws? If you don’t know, ask your HR professionals or legal counsel.

To illustrate, with some exaggeration, the importance of tone and 
approach in your job postings, I offer two different job types, each 
with two sample ad options for the same employer. The first one is for 
a Director of Technology Operations position at a health care service 
company; the second is for three entry-level job offerings at a fast food 
franchise.
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Example 4a

Ad Option #1: Happy Health Care Company

Position: Director, Technology Operations:  
Corporate Information Systems Department

Major Duties anD responsibilities

• Technical operations: 40 percent
• Networking and telco infrastructure: 20 percent
• Software maintenance: 20 percent
• Helpdesk and PC support: 20 percent

requireMents

• Bachelor’s degree in IT management, business administration, or 
equivalent required

• Five to ten years’ experience in managing computer systems and teams
• Apply online at www.happyhealthcarecompany.com or e-mail  

Careers@HappyHealthCareCompany.com. Cutoff date for applica-
tion is DATE.

• We are an Equal Opportunity Employer.

Example 4b

Ad Option #2: Happy Health Care Company

Director of Technology Operations:  
Corporate Information Systems Department

position suMMary

We are a values-based, mission-critical provider of web-based systems 
for long-term health care facilities serving more than three million 
patients. The person in this position will lead our computer operations 
group and team of technical experts to outcomes of 99.9 percent reli-
ability. Experience in running a data/service center that operates 24/7 is 
critical. Salary for this position is highly competitive and commensurate 
with education and experience. Benefits include superb health care, 
matching 401K up to 8 percent, workout center, on-site cafeteria, free 
parking, and amazing people to work with! 
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Major Duties anD responsibilities

• Technical operations: 40 percent 
• Networking and telco infrastructure: 20 percent 
• Software maintenance: 20 percent 
• Helpdesk and PC support: 20 percent 

requireMents

Job Specific: Proven leadership skills; deep knowledge of business 
computer systems; customer-service focused; excellent project manage-
ment skills.

Organizational Characteristics: Strong work ethic; high initiative; 
flexible; able to manage multiple priorities and able to work well with 
different generations of staff and customers; values integrity, teamwork, 
and excellence.

Minimum Qualifications: Bachelor’s degree in IT management, busi-
ness administration, or equivalent; five to ten years’ experience in man-
aging computer systems and teams with a customer focus.

To apply for this or another position with our company, please visit 
our website at www.HappyHealthCareCompany.com. You can e-
mail application questions to: Careers@HappyHealthCareCompany.com 
(FAX 555-XXXX) or mail your credentials to (Career Center at ADDRESS).

We are an Equal Opportunity Employer.

Example 5a

Ad Option #1: Fast Food Franchise Posting

Our FFF Kitchen Cooking Team needs you! We have three full-time 
positions open: 

• Assistant to Chef: works with Head Chef to cook meals ordered by 
customers

• Preparation Wizard: works with Head Chef to prepare all necessary 
ingredients 

• Road Runner: ensures all meals are delivered on time and at proper 
temperatures

Each position starts at $15 per hour for the first thirty days and can move 
up to $20 per hour after six months of great performance.
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What does each ad communicate about each employer? Which of these 
ads for the exact same jobs for the exact same employer is going to at-
tract the most and best applicants? Obvious, isn’t it? It only takes a few 
minutes to be mindful about what you put out there. That investment is 
likely to save a lot of wasted hours down the line. Yes, the best ads are 
a bit longer and cost more. It’s worth it to make sure your ads are clear 

We are a family-owned, community business. Our mission is to feed 
our neighbors good food every single time and encourage our team 
members to excel and grow. We believe in paying a living wage to all 
staff. We are looking for team members who enjoy eating and making 
good food, will work hard, and can grow with us. Ask us about eligibil-
ity for free meals, health insurance, GED assistance, college scholar-
ships, disability and life insurance, flexible schedules, and training 
for leadership positions. Please contact XYZ at XYZ@gmail.com or by 
calling 555-XXXX by DATE to make an appointment or come into FFF 
at ADDRESS to apply in person.

FFF is an Equal Opportunity Employer and believes everyone who 
wants to work deserves a job. We welcome anyone with a question 
about any ability to talk to us about accommodations we may be able 
to make. We look forward to meeting you!

Example 5b

Ad Option #2: Fast Food Franchise Posting

FFF Current Job Openings

• Full-time Assistant Cook: reports to Head Cook
• Full-time Prep Worker: reports to Head Cook
• Full-time Runner: reports to Manager of Front of House

$15 hour with opportunity for an increase if performance is judged to 
be excellent after six months. May be eligible for free meals, health in-
surance, GED assistance, college scholarships, disability and life insur-
ance, flexible schedules, and training for leadership positions. Contact 
XYZ at XYZ@gmail.com by DATE to fill out an application or come in 
and ask for an application at ADDRESS. FFF is an Equal Opportunity 
Employer.
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and enticing and keep people reading. It’s not worth it to write paragraphs 
of history, mission, vision, or every little thing that could be in the job.

ADVERTISING CHECKLIST

 ✓ Explain the job well enough so those reading the ad can decide 
whether they are interested and qualified. Regardless of the job or ad 
or where it is placed, this is essential. Know your audience. 

 ✓ List the job title along with a brief description and a few examples 
of duties.

 ✓ List the minimum education, experience, and skill levels that are re-
quired and/or acceptable, if applicable. Point out any special criteria 
such as extensive travel or relocation that will weed out applicants 
who aren’t interested in those requirements.

 ✓ Don’t use jargon or abbreviations and acronyms that make it diffi-
cult to understand. Do use proper grammar and spelling.

 ✓ Be specific about any specialized skills or equipment that applicants 
should know how to use or operate. 

 ✓ Always check with your HR professional or legal counsel if you have 
questions about the legality of your ad. Federal laws generally apply to 
employers with fifteen or more employees and prohibit discrimination 
against any protected class of individuals. These laws dictate what you 
can and cannot say in a job advertisement. Check your state’s laws for 
additional requirements that may apply to the same or smaller employ-
ers. Generally, federal law prohibits you from making statements or 
implications about not wanting people from federally protected groups 
(i.e., members of a certain race, color, ethnicity, national origin, reli-
gion, gender, age [over forty], disability, or veteran status). 

Pitfall: Know your audience. Ad language written for the wrong audi-
ence will attract the wrong people or no people.

Solution: Test the language on people currently in the job or a similar 
one to gauge whether it hits the right buttons and is written in a way 
that someone in that job both understands and believes those who ap-
ply will understand.
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While the law does not keep you from using gender-referent words 
and titles, the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC) will not permit the use of the phrase “Equal Opportunity 
Employer” if you do. You must, in that case, choose one or the other. 
You also have to be particularly careful not to use language that will 
discriminate against potential applicants for your job because of their 
age. The EEOC gives policy guidance on how job advertisements may 
violate the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA). It’s safer 
and smarter to avoid any reference to any definition of any protected 
class. For specific dos and don’ts, check your state’s and the federal 
employment websites. 

You’ve announced your job to the world and have begun receiving 
cover letters, resumes, applications, or CVs (curriculum vitae). As a 
point of reference, resumes are generally one to two pages long, but a 
CV can be any length. A resume (from French, to sum up) is a short, 
concise summary, used in both the United States and Canada, that 
provides a brief overview of a candidate’s work history, education, 
specific courses, awards, certifications, and licenses relevant to the job 
at hand. A CV (from Latin, course of life) might be two pages or ten 
pages plus as it contains many more details about education, profes-
sional career, publications, awards, honors, and other achievements. 
In the United States and Canada, a CV is used primarily for academic 
positions. 

This is your second opportunity to make an impression. Best practice 
is to get a short note out to all your candidates acknowledging receipt 
of their materials. When your Search Team is certain that a candidate is 
not moving forward in your process, let them know immediately. You 
don’t need to wait to see others’ materials if you know that a candidate 
is not appropriate for this position. 

If you are not yet certain who is moving forward, send a different 
note acknowledging receipt of their materials. These can be plug-and-
play templates until you’ve moved to the next phase, so all you have to 
do is fill in the name and job. It makes a world of difference to people 
to be informed about their status, in or out. When and how you do it will 
convey a lot about you and your organization.

My team had nicknames for each kind of letter we sent at the begin-
ning of the process. Here are four samples you can copy or customize 
as appropriate.
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The First-Round “Ding” Letter
Dear Name,

Thank you for your interest in our Administrative Assistant to the 
Vice President for Human Resources position. In reviewing all can-
didates, we have identified those who will be moving forward in our 
search process. While your application is not moving forward at this 
time, we would like to keep your resume on file should anything 
change or in the event another position comes open that would more 
closely match your experience.

I wish you the very best.

Sincerely,
Team Leader Name and Title

The “Hang in There” Letter
Dear Name,

Thank you for your interest in our Administrative Assistant to the 
Vice President for Human Resources position. We are reviewing all 
candidates now and will complete that process by DATE. As soon 
as we have determined who will be moving forward in our process, 
we will contact you.

Again, we appreciate your interest and look forward to being in 
touch again soon.

Sincerely,
Team Leader Name and Title

The Second-Round “Ding” Letter
Dear Name,

Thank you again for your interest in our Administrative Assistant to 
the Vice President for Human Resources position. In reviewing all 
candidates, we have identified the few who will be moving forward 
in our search process. While your application is not moving forward 
at this time, we would like to keep your resume on file should any-
thing change with our current pool of candidates.
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I wish you the very best.

Sincerely,
Team Leader Name and Title

The “Yes” Letter
Dear Name,

We are delighted to invite you to participate in the next phase of our 
search for our Administrative Assistant to the Vice President for Hu-
man Resources position. Your materials are impressive, and we’d like 
to get to know you a bit better before we begin to schedule interviews.

As you know, this position requires interactions with the public 
within a confidential office, and a wide-range of situations arise. 
Please answer the attached # questions within a three-page typewrit-
ten document by 5 p.m. on DATE. E-mail your answers to XYZ@
gmail.com at any time prior to that time.

If you have any questions about our process or our request, don’t 
hesitate to contact XYZ@gmail.com or call 555-XXXX. We are look-
ing forward to hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,
Team Leader Name and Title

Pitfall: “I don’t have time to send out letters to everyone. Can’t I just 
write to the people who are moving forward in the search process and 
keep the ball rolling?”

Solution: No! You must find the time to notify every applicant of their 
status in your search. It’s easy enough to delegate this task to someone 
you trust such as an administrative support person or a Search Team 
member. The timeline for these letters should be part of the search 
plan, and this task must be part of your search plan or you risk getting a 
reputation as an unresponsive and disrespectful employer. 

Our “blind date” is about to get interesting! You’ve introduced your-
self in at least three ways: you posted your position, sent a letter upon 
receipt of all the candidates’ materials, and sent a “ding” letter or, for 
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those moving forward, informed each selected candidate of their status. 
If you have a recruiter involved and/or you’ve done your own recruit-
ment, you now have additional opportunities to make an impression. 
What matters is that you take each opportunity seriously because, when 
you do, the best candidates will notice and your chances of keeping 
each person engaged greatly increases. Now it’s time to get to know 
your candidates at a deeper level.

BEYOND THE RESUME

Getting to know your top candidates beyond the constraints, truths, and 
(possibly) fiction of their resume will go a long way in finding the per-
son you need. This is a step I always consider and frequently use in my 
system of hiring because it saves wasting time and resources on people 
who can’t or won’t communicate well in writing. Of course there are 
jobs that require little reading and writing—like the data entry clerk who 
sits alone in a cubby all day, or perhaps the night custodian who sees no 
one unless there is an emergency, or a line cook in a restaurant. Even so, 
custodians need to read product labels and names on doors, data entry 
clerks need to read instructions, and cooks need to read recipes. 

I have also made reasonable accommodations for people with severe 
literacy challenges where appropriate and necessary. Depending on 
the job at hand, your screening may require a set of metrics that are 
specific to those positions, like timeliness, accuracy, or safety history. 
The important thing to keep in mind is to apply whatever metrics make 
sense before you hire. 

Most positions need an individual who can communicate adequately, 
both verbally and in writing. You are the best judge of the degree of 
communication proficiency you need for each of your positions. An ap-
plication, resume, or CV will not give you the answer to this question. 
People can and do hire professionals to write polished materials; even 
applications that are filled out online can only tell you about the person 
filling it out, not necessarily the applicant. 

Do not assume anything about the first materials you receive. They 
could be true or not and written by your candidate or not. If this matters 
to you, create an appropriate screening for the necessary communication 
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skills before you start to interview candidates. Because needs vary by 
job, evaluate the candidates’ skills in concert with the kinds of com-
munications they must read, write, and understand in their new job. If 
the person in the position only needs to verbally communicate well, you 
may decide to skip the written portion and plan to address those skills 
in your face-to-face interviews. 

Craft your Beyond the Resume questions to get the most informa-
tion you can about the candidates who have made it this far. I tend to 
err on the side of collecting as much and as varied information about a 
candidate as I can; it saves my team a lot of time and effort and helps 
us winnow our candidates more effectively. In fact, for mid-level and 
higher positions in the organization, this requirement will weed out the 
people who are unable or unwilling to answer written questions. 

You may experience some people who will not submit answers for 
a myriad of reasons. I’ve heard these and more: “Could you extend the 
deadline? I’m really tied up right now.” “I need more than three pages 
to answer your questions.” “I don’t see what this has to do with the job 
I applied for.” “No thanks!” Even the no-shows tell a story. 

There are questions that arise for me immediately: Is this someone 
who cannot or will not step out of their comfort zone? Is this someone 
who cannot or will not write, or perhaps someone who cannot or will 
not follow directions? Do I want that kind of person on my team? There 
can, of course, be extenuating and important life circumstances that 
should be taken into account when you want to keep a particular candi-
date in your pool. In that case, adjust as you see fit but not to an unfair 
disadvantage to the other candidates. For instance, I’ve extended the 
deadline in special circumstances that were both reasonable and well 
explained by the candidate. 

I value this step for the rapid weeding out of folks who are not really 
serious but landed on your desk anyway. If seriousness matters to you, 
this is a highly effective approach. The following sample questions ap-
ply to our fictional Administrative Assistant to the Vice President of 
Human Resources. I recommend at least three and no more than six 
questions.

Please complete these questions within three typewritten pages 
by 5 p.m. on DATE and e-mail your answers to NAME at E-MAIL. 
Thank you! 
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1. In your career, when have you been most energized and engaged? 
Please be specific.

2. In your career, when have you been least energized and engaged? 
Please be specific. 

3. Describe a conflict in which you were involved. What was it, and 
how did you respond to it? (No names, please.)

4. Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a request from a peer, super-
visor, or another person at work that you deemed illegal or unethi-
cal? If yes, please describe how you handled it. If no, describe how 
you would choose to handle such a situation.

5. Describe how you would handle someone crying at your desk.
6. What do you think would be helpful for us to know about you that 

is not related to work?

Your team’s evaluation sheet needs to list the highlights they are 
looking for overall and in each question you are asking. Those sheets 
will track what the team’s readers noticed in each candidate’s answers. 
In our Administrative Assistant case, let’s say we are looking for the 
following:

• Is the candidate able to follow directions and write coherent sen-
tences with correct grammar and spelling?

• What energizes and bores each of the candidates? Are there any red 
or green flags?

• How direct is each candidate with answers about conflicts, ethics, 
and emotions?

• What does each candidate choose to reveal, and what might that 
indicate?

Pitfall: I don’t know how many or which questions to ask for different 
jobs.

Solution: This is determined by how complex and high risk the position 
is. Three questions may be appropriate for positions that are straightfor-
ward and are low risk. Up to six questions make sense for mid-level and 
higher positions with higher complexity and risk. What do you need to 
know about, for example, the character, approach, service orientation, 
or experience of the candidates that you cannot see in the resumes?
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• What does each answer tell us, and/or what questions do the candi-
dates’ answers raise that we would like to know more about?

It is often powerful information and provides fodder for the live inter-
view. For instance, if the candidate didn’t share a lot in the written re-
sponses, you might later ask, “Tell us more about how you felt and what 
you did about your feelings when you were in the conflict you wrote 
to us about.” Each answer tells you something different and something 
more. It all helps you get to know the human being who may become 
part of your team.

LET’S CHAT

Now that we know which of your candidates can write and answer 
questions that matter, and assuming you like the way a few of them 
answered the questions, it’s time to get to know each of these stand-out 
candidates more fully. Regardless of the decision to chat via a video or 
telephone conference call, you have an opportunity to hear and feel the 
live human being beyond a flat piece of paper or e-mail. 

In the case of employee candidates who are physically on-site, this 
conversation could be in person at your site, over lunch, at the candi-
date’s workplace (if agreed to by the candidate), or a neutral location.

For some positions, you might decide to skip this step and move on 
to chapter 4, “Up Close and Personal,” for the on-site formal interview. 
For key positions and certainly for senior positions, I highly recom-
mend keeping this short interview step in place. It will, more often than 
not, save you the cost and time of bringing the wrong candidates on-
site. While nothing is failsafe, this quick chat is a powerful tool in your 
toolbox to help you make better decisions. It’s your first real “date” 
with your candidates.

Video calls are more revealing than the phone because you can see 
and sense more about the person on the other end of the call. You’ll be 
able to better observe body language, tone, and energy. This is useful 
to gauge how aligned the real person is with the materials they sent. 

I mention energy because each of us is sending and receiving energy 
24/7. The energy you sense from the candidate in front of you matters 
on both a conscious and an unconscious level. Pay attention to your 
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own body’s reaction to the person—are you feeling tense, relaxed, ex-
cited, nervous, curious, drawn in or pushed away, annoyed, or happy? If 
you notice how this person impacts you, ask yourself “why?” and check 
yourself for both emotions and biases. In any case, noticing gives you 
more data so don’t ignore what you are feeling. 

Neuroscience has proven that our bodies know and respond more 
quickly and before our head can sift and edit, and then tells itself a 
story the head chooses to believe. Trust that all of us pick up signals 
faster than tuning into a radio station frequency. It’s instant. And as 
we fiddle with that dial, things become more clear when we are paying 
close attention to the person in front of us and to our own emotional and 
cognitive responses.

There is a caution about the first live connection you are about to 
have. Be alert to interviewer biases on these calls. When your inter-
viewers stay focused on what the candidate says and does, and pay 
little or no attention to social, cultural, generational, and stereotypes, 
you lower the risks of creating a “halo effect” or a “reverse halo effect” 
around the candidate. 

For example, if you have a dress code for your workplace, and the 
candidate happens to dress that way for the interview, there is a risk of 
making erroneous assumptions such as thinking the candidate will fit 
in to your culture nicely—the halo effect; the reverse is also true. You 
would be creating a reverse halo effect by judging them negatively if 
they dress differently than you. Candidates may have no idea about 
your dress code; they may have religious, generational, or cultural 
preferences that can be respected and accommodated; or they may just 
be interviewing from a home office. You can’t know what dressing for 
a virtual meeting means to their suitability for the job. And, this is just 
a small example of how biases can contaminate the selection process. 
Hiring the wrong person or losing the right person because biases were 
in play is not in your best interests. Keep focused on the whole person 
in front of you versus some piece or part of the whole. The point is to 
get as much information as you can on that “first date.”

The candidate has an opportunity to demonstrate how they interact 
with other people in this conversation. It won’t tell you everything, but 
if you’re tuned in, really listening with your whole body, and are keenly 
present in the moment, you’ll learn a great deal. Just remember not to 
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make assumptions without justification—otherwise it’s probably a bias 
getting in the way of objectivity.

This step in the vetting process should be no more than an hour. It 
takes very little time and money, and it can produce powerful results 
that benefit all parties. I recommend you assign two Search Team mem-
bers to conduct these interviews. The appropriate key questions will 
already have had a Search Team review and will be asked of all can-
didates. Deeper-dive resume questions will vary among candidates but 
should be known ahead of time. This is not an ad hoc chat; the questions 
need to be crafted to discern which of your candidates should move on 
to the next step. (See this chapter’s Resources section for sample first-
interview questions.)

Having two people share this role is helpful because one person can 
ask questions while the other person observes and takes notes. The 
second person can also ask follow-up questions of the candidate that 
might have been missed by the main interviewer. This also allows the 
main questioner to take a break if needed. Finally, the two can compare 
impressions and notes after the conversation has ended. Even if they 
feel very differently about a candidate, it is revealing and should be part 
of their team report. 

In this session, and in all live interviews, make sure to leave time 
for the candidates to ask any questions they may have of Search Team 
members in the room. Interviews are a two-way exchange and should 
be a dialogue between the candidate and the Search Team members. It 
should never be, or even perceived to be, an interrogation of the candi-
date. It is quite illuminating to sit back and see what happens when you 
ask, “What questions do you have for us about this position, our orga-
nization, or anything else?” This form of live chat is the final vetting 
before bringing candidates to your site, unless you have the candidate’s 
permission to get a head start on your reference-checking process.

Employers who are conducting national searches may choose a loca-
tion central to the first-round candidates to bring them all in for inter-
views, one at a time, with two or more members of the Search Team. 
Generally, these last longer than an hour, but these sessions rarely 
replace on-site interviews.

Another option for this live chat is three dimensional, in that your 
selected Search Team member(s) go to the candidates rather than, or in 
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addition to, calling or video conferencing with them. This is a strategic 
decision that weighs costs versus potential value. Visits to candidates 
for high-ticket positions can make good financial sense if you want 
to see the candidates in action on their home turf, in a restaurant they 
choose, or in their car, for example. 

I have conducted this type of vetting several times and found it to 
be immensely informative. In one case, the assumed informality of the 
situation led the candidate to tell me far more than he normally would 
have and resulted in a friendly goodbye with no further interviews. In 
another case, the phone interview didn’t go particularly well, but we 
had so few qualified candidates we risked the cost of an in-person visit. 
While he didn’t shine on that one phone call, in person he was superb! 
We invited him in for two days of on-site interviews where he outshone 
his competition by a good margin. After deep reference checking, he 
was hired and proved our investment worthwhile.

Now that we’ve initially met our candidates in one way or another 
on our first “date,” we are going to get even more up close and personal 
in chapter 4.

Let’s start shaking the branches!
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Figure 4.1. Hiring Right Search Map: Up Close and Personal

Chapter Four

Up Close and Personal
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Plan your work and work your plan.

—Napoleon Hill

When someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time.

—Maya Angelou

We’ve been on our hiring journey for three chapters now (see the Hiring 
Right Search Map in figure 4.1), and it’s all about to pay off. Planning, 
preparing, and thoughtful decision making has brought you this far—
exactly where you need to be along the path to a great hire. We’re at 
step 4, and it’s time to get personal.

Let’s take an inventory of where we are with the top candidates right 
now. If you’re following my system, you will have completed the fol-
lowing at this point:

1. Defined the job carefully by including all relevant stakeholders. 
2. Thoughtfully established your Search Team and each member’s 

role.
3. Determined what you can offer the successful candidate, for ex-

ample, salary range, benefits, any bonuses or perks, and where you 
will be flexible.

4. Determined your budget for the search.
5. Clarified decision maker(s) for the candidate offer.
6. Strategically determined your search process and timeline includ-

ing interviews/research of any recruiters should you be using a 
firm.

7. Announced your job opening based on your search strategy.
8. Trained your Search Team in unbiased and legal vetting and inter-

viewing.
9. Received and vetted cover letters and resumes including checking 

for resume inconsistencies on the internet, in your files, on social 
media.

10. Chosen up to ten candidates to receive your Beyond the Resume 
three to six questions.

11. Evaluated the answers to those questions and identified the top four 
to six people or more if necessary.
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12. Designed your core questions and conducted up to sixty minutes, 
two-member-team video, live, or phone conversations with the top 
four to six people or more if necessary.

13. Met as a team to identify the top candidates from your larger pool.

Yes, there are a lot of steps, and yes, they take some time and atten-
tion. I hope I’ve convinced you to hang in here with me because you 
agree that doing this hiring thing well at the front end will save you so 
much more time and heartache over the tenure of each new employee. 
You’ll be moving your organization forward instead of having to pick 
up all the painful pieces later and (yikes!) start over.

To ease your mind a bit, many of these steps can, and arguably 
should, happen in concert with one another, taking less time than you 
might expect. For instance, steps 3 and 4 are related to funding deci-
sions; steps 2 and 8 are choosing and training your Search Team; and 
much of question design for written answers and phone interviews can 
be done at the same time. 

When you’ve created a solid Search Team whose members take their 
roles and responsibilities seriously, you can delegate many of these 
steps. Your role, as the hiring leader, is to be clear with everyone about 
when (and how often) you wish to check in, where along the way you 
want to have input, and which steps you want to oversee directly. Del-
egating to your Search Team members will also continue to develop 
their skills while liberating you from some of the work. This is an op-
portunity to let your Search Team be creative and collaborate within the 
clear parameters you have established. 

Now the real fun begins! It’s time to bring your top three to four 
candidates on-site and find out what makes them tick—for real. If you 
believe that you have seen and heard enough about your candidates thus 
far in the process and know them pretty well, you’d be wrong. 

Here’s the reality of what you are facing with candidates. They are ei-
ther talented actors who have expertly manipulated the entire process to 
date, or they are mostly who they appear to be. At this moment in time, 
you still do not know what’s real and what’s not, so keep a wide-open 
mind and assume nothing. You need to experience your candidates in 
ways in which they cannot fool you, and in ways any biases that show 
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up within the Search Team, or the candidates, can be observed and ad-
dressed by you and your team members.

The story I’m about to share is true, just the names are changed. It 
illustrates the power and importance of a well-executed search process 
as well as the value of the Search Team.

Maria’s team invited a well-qualified candidate on-site to interview 
for a very senior position. Brian had passed each step of the process to 
date. When he arrived on-site, a new picture began to emerge. During 
informal settings like the ride from the airport and dinners with Search 
Team members, he seemed aloof and consistently ignored or made 
no eye contact with waitstaff. He did adequately well in most of the 
on-site interviews with various stakeholders, but not so well with the 
Search Team members. His last interview was with Maria, his potential 
new boss. She said, “Brian, in the last two days we’ve spent a lot of 
time together. As we sit here today, I know what work you’ve done and 
I’ve observed you in interviews. Even so, I am still unclear how you 
would interact and work with our team.” This was Brian’s opportunity 
to talk more about himself and the team. Brian’s response was curt and 
icy: “What you see is what you get, and I have all the credentials and 
then some for this job and I’m sure I’m your best candidate.” Maria’s 
response was, “I’m sure you believe you are. Thank you for coming 
to meet us, Brian. We’ll make sure you catch your flight on time, and 
we’ll be in touch.”

When the evaluations from the Search Team and other interviewers 
came in, the raters were split. Those who wanted to hire him focused 
on his deep expertise and experience; those who didn’t focused on his 
manner, attitude, and their inability to read him. While Maria was the 
final decision maker, her last step was to discuss the situation with her 
Search Team. No one on the Search Team backed this candidate; only 
other interviewers with less to gain or lose had supported him. Brian’s 
lack of interpersonal skills and his arrogance were not a fit for the job 
or their workplace culture. Maria called Brian to thank him for coming 
to interview and shared that she was offering the position to another 
candidate. He told her she was making a big mistake in not hiring him 
and she’d regret it because no one was better for the job than he was! 
Maria shared his response with the Search Team and a collective sigh 
of relief filled the room. 
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THE ON-SITE VISIT

When you invite a candidate to your site for a series of interviews, it’s 
a lot like inviting that “blind date” out for dinner. There are a number 
of logistics to consider that will make some kind of an impression on 
the candidate, and naturally, you hope that impression will be positive. 
If the candidate is from out of town, it starts with travel arrangements 
(possibly flights, accommodations, meals, and tours) and providing 
more information about the position and the organization ahead of the 
visit. For instance, these might include a more in-depth position write-
up, organizational charts, past employee satisfaction or culture surveys, 
nonconfidential but relevant business facts and figures, or signing a 
nondisclosure document, among other things. If, for example, you have 
a tour planned of your workplace (or your city), or if the candidate re-
quests a meeting with a real estate broker (or dual-career assistance for 
a partner), these should be arranged well in advance of the visit. 

Whoever is working with the candidate to orchestrate all of these 
logistics is a rich resource and can provide input about each candidate 
based on this experience. 

My executive assistant was in charge of all the logistics for three 
traveling candidates. After years of working together, I knew her to be 
smart, kind, levelheaded, flexible, and intuitive. I casually checked in 
with her about how the logistics were coming along. She told me two 
of the candidates were a pleasure to work with and everything was go-
ing smoothly. Then she told me about the third. “Gabriella has been 
e-mailing and calling me nonstop,” she said. “She wants us to use a 
particular airline so she can get her points, even though it’s far more 
expensive. She wants a hotel room that has windows that open and face 
west. She wants access to private office space when she’s here so she 
can work when she’s not in interviews. What should I do?” 

I listened carefully and asked her if she would want Gabriella on 
our team. Her response was immediate. “Well, I really don’t think she 
would like it here, and honestly, she doesn’t seem to be flexible or much 
of a team player.” I decided to call Gabriella. First, I asked her to help 
me understand her requests. All she could say is she travels too much 
to be uncomfortable, and her requirements will prevent that so she can 
be fresh for the interviews. When I explained our logistical decisions 
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about her flights, hotel, and office space (we could provide a desk in 
a cubby but that was all), Gabriella decided, on the spot, to withdraw 
her application. The candidate we saw on paper and in the short video 
interview was not the person I heard on the phone. She could sprint, 
but she wasn’t capable of going the distance with us. I doubted she was 
serious about our position after all. Whew! That saved a lot of time, 
aggravation, and money. 

Dig deep, my friends! Asking our administrative staff about their 
impressions of candidates became a regular part of our search process 
from that day forward.

When out-of-town candidates arrive in your city, you (preferably), 
or someone from the Search Team should meet each candidate at the 
airport, or at least provide transportation and meet at the hotel. This is 
an important “first in-person date” opportunity, and you don’t want to 
miss it or blow it. Candidates will either feel welcomed and well treated 
or they won’t—it’s up to you. 

From the moment you meet, you’ll be able to observe how the can-
didate deals with being tired and, perhaps, stressed or excited about the 
upcoming interview plan. In Search Team training, we ask everyone to 
pay close attention to the way our candidates treated our administrative 
staff, waitstaff, desk clerks, and bellhops. Smart candidates know how 
to put on a great show, short term, for known decision makers and can 
behave quite differently with people who “don’t count” to them. If you 
see disrespectful behavior toward anyone, it should be a huge red flag!

Preparing your additional on-site interviewers (other than your 
Search Team) is also critical. They didn’t receive the Search Team 
training, they will spend less time with candidates, and they may be 
somewhat less invested in the outcome. Each interviewer, in advance, 
will need to receive an organized packet with full candidate informa-
tion, the job description, the legal and illegal questions list (refer to the 
Resources section for chapter 3), and the desired focus of the questions 
for one or more interviewers. Don’t leave it to chance. Here’s an ex-
ample of why . . .

The dean, two peer faculty members, and an associate dean were 
interviewing a brilliant and accomplished female faculty candidate at 
dinner. One of the faculty members asked this question upon noticing 
the candidate’s wedding ring: “So is your husband going to follow you 
here, and will you want help with a dual-career spouse?” The question 
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may have been well meaning, but it was illegal. The candidate’s an-
swer: “I’m not sure why that matters to you or for this position, but no, 
my wife works from home and cares for our children.” Beyond being an 
illegal question, it was also inappropriate and assumptive. The result: 
they lost their top candidate; she withdrew from consideration immedi-
ately after dinner and left the next day.

Before we delve deeply into the on-site interview section of this 
chapter, which might seem the logical next step, we need to back up 
a bit and ask these questions: What do we need to know about each 
candidate, and why? The answers will help you save on-site interview 
time and increase the likelihood of weeding the actors out of your pool. 

In our original “blind date” analogy, things have changed. We are 
now on our second or third “date,” and it may be beginning to feel like 
this could get serious, maybe even become a permanent relationship. 
It’s time to discover if the candidate possesses the characteristics and 
attributes you believe will match your needs and your culture. What 
will tell you enough to keep this person at the top of your list? What 
will help you learn about the brains, heart, and soul of the person in 
front of you?

THE A–H FACTORS

We have established the fact that a resume, the Beyond the Resume 
questions, and a short live interview can get us part of the way to 
knowing the top-tier candidates, and still we have a lot to learn about 
each one. 

Jack Welch, the famous and former CEO of General Electric, shared 
a great deal in his books and online about big business, including hir-
ing right for senior leaders. He talks about the two must-haves—high 
integrity and high IQ—and the six definitely should-haves: energy, the 
ability to energize (others), edge, execution, passion, and, the game 
changer, the generosity gene.1

While I very much agree with Mr. Welch’s criteria for big business 
CEOs and their senior leaders, I wrote this book for everyone who hires, 
develops, and fires employees at any level of your organization. The 
eight factors and examples you’ll see here include virtually everything 
Mr. Welch points to in ways I believe make it much easier and more 
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practical for you to apply within your search process for any job in any 
enterprise.

In our “blind date” analogy, this is your team’s opportunity to really 
get to know each candidate by asking well-considered probing ques-
tions that will expose the truth, good or bad. These are the questions 
behind the questions; another way to think of it is that you are finding 
out what’s behind the candidate’s interviewing “mask.” The eight A–H 
factors are attitude, brains, character, drive, emotional intelligence, 
fit, gut, and heart. You will find more sample questions for each of 
the eight factors in the Resources section for this chapter. You can use 
the questions as they are, or as starting points to customize for your 
situation. 

You will likely have discovered some of the answers within these 
factors during the initial screening of the resumes, written questions, 
and the interviews. And . . . I can guarantee you haven’t yet touched 
upon others and may even need a deeper dive in all of them. 

A = Attitude

Is the candidate passionate about the work and about helping others on 
their team succeed? Is their attitude one of abundance and a can-do, 
solution-oriented approach to work and challenges, or do they focus on 
scarcity, blame, and obstacles? 

Notice whether the candidate talks about solutions or about problems 
when you ask for examples of stressful situations that have arisen at 
work. You want to discover what the candidate thinks of the people who 
were involved. You want to know if they throw people “under the bus” 
or work with colleagues to find solutions. 

For example, you might ask a few somewhat leading questions to 
see if they fall into a blaming mode. “Tell me about a failure you ex-
perienced.” Then ask, “And whose fault was that?” If the candidate 
goes into people-blaming mode, you know you’ve got a problem. If he 
or she goes into solution mode, speaking more about the situation and 
lessons they learned rather than about people who messed up, you have 
a potential winner. 

Frame your open-ended questions to probe what, where, how, and 
with whom the individual has addressed the challenges in his or her 
career and life. Don’t limit the discussion to work examples. It’s 
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important to ask people about non-work-related challenges they have 
faced and learn how they have responded. As long as they get to choose 
the examples, and you don’t ask about personal matters, they can talk 
all they want—and they usually will if you let them. Both the examples 
cited and the approach taken will tell you far more about the candidate 
than well-practiced pat answers.

B = Brains

Is the candidate capable of doing the job, or can the candidate learn 
how to do the parts of the job that are new in a reasonable time span? 
Can the candidate combine brainpower and execution? What is the 
depth of experience the candidate brings?

To paraphrase Jack Welch, “you can’t train IQ,” and most organiza-
tions judge IQ fairly well anyway. In fact, many rely heavily on this 
single factor without enough digging and context. While technical 
knowledge and IQ combine as the candidate’s ticket to get in the door, 
neither should be the only metrics that let them stay. Some organiza-
tions use standardized quantitative tests or indicators, psychological 
testing, or job-fit testing. 

If all candidates undergo the same tests, you may indeed collect some 
useful information for your screening purposes. What testing data will 
not tell you is whether or how those candidates have applied, and will 
apply, their brains (knowledge, skills, and abilities) to the job at hand. 
Can they go beyond knowing to executing? An overreliance on know-
ing how technically smart a person is without the context of execution 

Pitfall: Beware: testing can be manipulated and biased—plenty of smart 
people have learned how to fiddle with just about any test thrown at 
them. In addition, bias can be subtle and still be a barrier that may 
eliminate great candidates.

Solution: Put any metric you wish to use through a tough screening for 
fallibility and bias. If you can easily manipulate it, so can someone else. 
Ask your Human Resources (HR) professionals and Search Team to look 
for bias in the questions.
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is risky business. Brains alone won’t get the job done. Brains plus the 
ability to execute are both baseline qualities.

Knowing is the easy part; knowing plus doing is much more im-
portant and difficult, regardless of the role, the job, or business. Lots 
of people know—or think they know—how to do many things. That’s 
not the point. Has the candidate truly experienced and executed well 
and long enough to reasonably understand the nuances, challenges, 
and the life cycle of the job you need to fill? What has the candidate 
learned from mistakes, and how were those mistakes responded to and 
managed?

Reading a dozen books about swimming without ever getting wet 
will get one drowned. Being able to discuss what it was like to dive 
in, flop around, swallow some water, and learn from mistakes is what 
you need to hear from the candidates. With this in mind, you have to 
determine whether your candidates have the right, and enough, experi-
ence in life and work—in other words, street smarts—to bring the nec-
essary maturity, judgment, attitude, and skill to the job at hand. If little 
experience is needed, that’s fine, but if you require someone who has 
a depth of knowledge and experience in specific areas, don’t assume 
anything—dig and then dig some more! 

C = Character

What are the candidate’s core values? Is the candidate trustworthy?
People make decisions based on their personal values and belief sys-

tems. Even the little things like deciding to brush your teeth or arrive 
at work on time are based in your core values relating to hygiene and 
work ethic. Consider carefully exactly which core values you must see 
demonstrated in the person you are hiring for this position. 

A quick internet search will give you laundry lists of “good char-
acter” traits. Here’s one example of a list of character-related words: 
integrity, honesty, loyalty, respectful, responsible, humble, compassion-
ate, fair, forgiving, authentic, courageous, generous, persistent, kind, 
optimistic, reliable, conscientious, and self-disciplined. 

I am certain you can make a great list of important character quali-
ties that fit your culture and organizational values. The bottom line for 
you is to define for yourself and your workplace the character traits you 
need to see in candidates you can trust. While no one is perfect, and no 
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one can be perfect in every circumstance, a handy litmus test is this—do 
you trust this person to say what they mean and do what they say? I be-
lieve being trustworthy is a bedrock quality, and you need to know, not 
assume, your candidates are trustworthy. In order for me to consider a 
candidate trustworthy, the character trait I look for every time—regard-
less of the job at hand—is integrity.

People either have integrity, or they don’t. In my experience, there 
is no such thing as a minor lapse of integrity. Poor judgment, yes, but 
people who operate fully in integrity admit their mistakes even before 
being asked. We can’t teach integrity; it is hardwired into each person’s 
moral value system. Every smart leader knows this as it plays out in 
the workplace and in the world. For instance, without a firm belief 
from your stakeholders that you’ll tell the truth and that you and your 
services or products can be trusted to deliver what you promise, your 
business will fail; the same applies to each of your employees. Lack of 
integrity damages your enterprise and demoralizes your people. 

Business ethics are also integral to success. Fortunately, we can 
teach people about ethics. We can be clear about our organizational 
ethics, guidelines, or principles, particularly as it pertains to a specific 
enterprise and the kind of business at hand. There are codes of ethics 
for virtually every profession—teachers, doctors, executive coaches, 
bankers, politicians, and lawyers, for example. Whether people live by 
those explicit ethical standards in their profession, or not, depends on 
their integrity. 

Oprah Winfrey once said, “Real integrity is doing the right thing, 
knowing that nobody’s going to know whether you did it or not.”2 I 
agree with Oprah and offer a bit more expansive definition of integrity 
as doing the right thing, every single time, whether or not it is popular, 
profitable, convenient, comfortable, or known.

It takes courage to stand firm in one’s integrity.
You may be wondering, “How do I assess this person’s integrity and 

trustworthiness?” Good question! You could ask a candidate to list the 
top five values that drive decisions in their life and work, but frankly, 
most people don’t have that list on the tip of their tongues. More rel-
evant is to probe the individual’s responses to questions based on your 
own organizational values. For instance, let’s say integrity is one of 
your values. You could ask, “Tell me about a time your integrity has 
been questioned. How did you feel, and what did you do?” Or, “Tell me 
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about a time when you had to make a choice about a situation or a per-
son you believed was unethical. What choice did you make and why?” 
Create your questions around the core values of your organization, and 
you’ll get some important insights about how well aligned the candidate 
is with what character traits you want and need.

Character truly is a “go or no-go” factor in making good hiring deci-
sions. If you have doubts, that’s a bright red flag. If you are not sure, 
probe until you are sure, because it’s just not worth the risk to short-
change the character factor.

D = Drive

Is the candidate self-motivated to achieve both personal goals and the 
goals of this position? 

No one can motivate another person. We can inspire, encourage, de-
mand, beg, order, and pray, but motivation is personal and intrinsic, not 
extrinsic. Before you hire, you need to know how high or low mainte-
nance this person is going to be, and whether that reality fits your needs. 
For instance, you may want an initially higher maintenance rookie 
whom you can develop, coach, or mentor into a fine professional. Or, 
conversely, you may need someone who can finish your sentences and 
anticipate your needs and the needs of others—someone who will sim-
ply “get it done.” Determine how self-starting and self-motivated the 
new hire needs to be in order to be successful, both for your and the 
individual’s well-being. Once you know that answer, you can gauge the 
reality of the person in front of you, not his or her potential. 

Potential is the hope side of the coin, not the production side. For 
instance, you may ask the candidate to describe a project they were not 
specifically asked to do but believed was important and proceeded to 
do it. You might also ask how they began it, managed it, and what were 
the final results. 

There are clues to help you assess drive. Does the candidate ask you 
good questions, offer suggestions to a dilemma you’ve posed, offer to 
provide you with more information about a topic or themselves, show 
up on time, meet or beat all your deadlines, send a thank-you letter 
after the short phone/video interview, ask to meet various stakeholders, 
and appear confident without arrogance? All these behaviors indicate 
attributes of a person who is proactive versus reactive and who is a 
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learner, is curious, and is self-motivated. These are all driver attributes 
versus spectator attributes. Every employee needs to be somewhat self-
motivated, and all effective leaders need to demonstrate some degree of 
drive to inspire others and produce results. 

A great question to ask that will separate the “driver” from the “spec-
tator” is this one: “What are the three things you want to learn in your 
first three months on the job?” If the answer focuses primarily on pro-
active learning, discovering, or exploring, you probably have a driver. 
If the answer focuses primarily on the details of their employment, you 
may have a spectator.

E = Emotional Intelligence (EI)

What is the candidate’s degree of self-awareness, and how well do they 
manage their own emotions? What is the candidate’s social awareness 
and ability to manage relationships?

A lot of smart people fail at work and in life. There is one reason 
that looms above all others—a shortage of emotional intelligence (EI) 
competencies. Here are some facts to consider:

• IQ, knowledge, and technical expertise are threshold capabilities not 
differentiators for success. This is covered in the “Brains” factor.

Pitfall: Be alert to those who sound like “drivers” without a well-
informed sense of where they’re going. Candidates like this will often 
focus on the “what” and not the “why” or the “how.” If they want to 
jump in too fast, too hard, too anything without first getting to know 
the people and the organization, the result is likely to be crash and 
burn with casualties along the way. These aren’t true “drivers”; they 
are “slashers” in a driver’s disguise. Where there is a slasher, there is 
pain—and a lot of it.

Solution: Notice the questions candidates ask you. Is there a balance 
between “how” and “what” questions? Ask questions related to how 
they envision beginning the new job. Are answers focused on the 
“what” (matters that serve the candidate) or the “how” (how a candidate 
will serve the organization)? 
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• EI is twice as important for success as IQ and technical expertise 
combined. 

• EI is four times as important for overall success. 
• Ninety percent of the difference between outstanding and average 

leaders is linked to EI. Only one cognitive ability, pattern recogni-
tion, differentiates outstanding leaders.3

Since top professionals are typically in the top 10 percent of raw intel-
ligence, IQ itself offers relatively little competitive advantage. Being 
smart does not prevent failure. Therefore, it makes no sense to hire, 
reward, or promote people based on cognitive and technical competen-
cies alone without assessing and giving significant weight to emotional 
intelligence competencies.

To assess emotional intelligence, you need to ask questions that 
require a candidate to demonstrate self-awareness of his or her emo-
tions, how that person is able to self-manage those emotions when they 
arise, how socially aware and “tuned in” the candidate is to people 
and organizational clues, and finally, how the candidate manages 
relationships.4

Questions that dig into a candidate’s emotional intelligence are 
often considered “behavioral interview questions.” In creating these 
questions, all four quadrants—self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, and relationship management—need to be considered. 
There are twelve competencies within emotional intelligence, and each 
one can help guide you in developing your own questions. Here are the 
twelve competencies we want to assess:

1. Emotional self-awareness: recognizing how your emotions affect 
your performance, knowing your inner resources and limits, open to 
feedback, sense of humor

2. Achievement orientation: striving to meet or exceed a standard of 
excellence

3. Adaptability: flexibility in handling change, resilient in times of 
stress

4. Emotional self-control: keeping disruptive emotions and impulses 
in check

5. Positive outlook: persistence in pursuing goals despite obstacles 
and setbacks
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6. Empathy: sensing and understanding others’ feelings and perspec-
tives, taking an active interest in their concerns

7. Organizational awareness: reading emotional currents and power 
relationships

8. Conflict management: negotiating and transforming conflicts
9. Coach and mentor: taking a proactive interest in others’ develop-

ment and needs
10. Influence: having a positive impact on others
11. Inspirational leadership: inspiring and guiding individuals and 

groups
12. Teamwork: working well with others toward a shared purpose or 

goal

Each of these is important to an individual’s overall success. For 
example, consider someone you know or perhaps have observed in 
the news—a person who consistently demonstrates low or no empathy 
for others. Empathy is defined here as the ability to understand, or the 
desire to understand, the feelings, experiences, and perspectives of an-
other person. A shortage of empathy breaks down trust between people. 
When only my point of view or my experience makes sense to me, then 
everyone else must be wrong, right? I have often observed that people 
who score low on the empathy scale tend to have low self-awareness 
as well.

I hope this demonstrates how significantly missing even one of the 
twelve EI competencies can contribute to a less productive workplace 
at best, and a highly toxic workplace in the extreme. Depending on the 
position you are filling, some of these will be more essential than oth-
ers. For instance, a frontline employee may not need to be a competent 
coach and mentor or an inspirational leader, but any employee will be 
far more successful if they demonstrate the other ten competencies. 
Leaders need to demonstrate some level of competency in all twelve or 
at least be self-aware enough to know where they need to grow. 

The great news is that emotional intelligence competencies can be 
learned, practiced, and enhanced. Self-awareness is the starting point. 
Without it, there’s little to no hope of becoming fully competent in the 
other eleven. Here are competency examples for each quadrant. Addi-
tional information about these competencies is located in the Resources 
section for this chapter.
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• Self-Awareness: When did you first trust your own voice? (self-
awareness)

• Self-Management: What boundaries do you create for yourself to 
keep your integrity? (emotional self-control)

• Social Awareness: Describe a time when you demonstrated empathy 
for someone. (empathy)

• Relationship Management: How would a child you’ve known for a 
while describe you? (coach and mentor)

As we continue through the alphabet, you’ll notice that emotional 
intelligence indicators are present in assessing all but one of our eight 
A–H factors—and that one is brains.5 And just like in our “blind date” 
example, you wouldn’t marry or go into business with someone just 
because they were smart, would you?

F = Fit

Will the candidate be a fit within your mission, vision, values, and 
culture?

“It was just a bad fit,” is an all-too-common lament from lead-
ers who find themselves in the unfortunate position of having to fire 
someone. You’ll find out sooner or later whether or not the candidate 
embraces your organizational values, is committed to your mission, 
and is excited about your vision. The goal is to discover the truth be-
fore you hire.

For instance, if your mission is to publish All the News That’s Fit 
to Print,6 everyone in the organization, regardless of position, needs to 
be committed to delivering on that mission versus, say, winning a Pu-
litzer Prize. If your vision is to cure cancer but your candidate is more 
interested in working on Parkinson’s disease, then the individual won’t 
fit regardless of his scientific brilliance. If your organization declares 
Safety First as a top value, and your candidate is focused on fast results, 
even if it means taking short cuts, then it is not a fit. You need to know 
all of this before you hire. 

A workplace with a diversity of ideas, backgrounds, gender, educa-
tion, experience, race, ethnicity, personalities, and preferences makes 
every organization stronger, wiser, and more likely to succeed. Fit and 
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diversity are not opposites or in conflict with one another. Many differ-
ent people with an array of backgrounds and perspectives can and do fit 
into the same organizational culture. 

You’re falling into the trap of bias if you use “fit” as an excuse not 
to hire or promote someone who is simply different from you. Fit is not 
about sameness; it’s about being a good match for the job at hand—can 
this person do the job well for your organization, or not?

None of the diversity considerations play into determining fit. What 
really matters is whether the candidate is on board with your mission, 
vision, and values. Is she able to be a productive member of the team 
who helps advance your goals? Is he genuinely excited to be part of 
what you are doing and how you are doing it?

Your organization’s unique mission, vision, values, and culture must 
drive the questions you ask for determining fit. For example, if you run 
a company called the Widget Company, your mission is to make wid-
gets. Your vision might be to become the number one widget company 
in the world. One of your top values might be integrity. Questions about 
your mission, vision, and values—such as (a) why this candidate is at-
tracted to the Widget Company and widget making, (b) what the candi-
date thinks this particular position can do to help the company become 
number one, and (c) how this candidate demonstrates integrity—are all 
relevant questions no matter the job. Every person being hired into a 
job with the Widget Company can and should be able to answer these 
fit questions.

G = Gut

What are your instincts telling you about this candidate? 
Our brains are hardwired to survive and to seek safety among other 

humans. We often know when a threatening person enters the room; 
the hair stands up on the back of our necks and our blood “turns cold.” 
Some years back I attended a presentation by a national figure I knew 
very little about. As soon as the man began to speak, all my alarms went 
off! It wasn’t what he said, it was how he said it and how he moved; 
his entire presence radiated a sense of doom. My skin felt prickly and 
hot, and I felt a pit in my stomach—the one I always feel when in the 
presence of a highly negative or evil-intentioned person. I left the room 
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as soon as I could and wished I could rush back home and take a long, 
hot shower—that’s how creepy he was. I won’t mention his name here 
but, unfortunately, he had a long, controversial career in government. I 
came to understand and trust my visceral reactions. 

Conversely, on some level of our being we know when we’re feeling 
safe in someone’s presence and can relax and be our authentic selves. 
Pay attention. This is your gut speaking. Let’s not dismiss or short-
change the importance of this factor for even a moment. 

If you or your Search Team responds with phrases like “We have 
concerns” or “We can’t tell” to any one of the eight factors, do not hire 
that person until and unless you fully address the concerns. Trust the 
answers to your questions and trust your instincts by paying attention 
to your gut. Once again, be alert to conscious and unconscious bias to 
make sure this isn’t an excuse to exclude someone because you have 
made assumptions without checking them out.

When a person feels right, that’s a good sign. When a person does 
not feel right to you or others in the search process, he or she prob-
ably isn’t right. In either case, make sure you have connected all the 
dots, conducted your due diligence, and given all the factors the atten-
tion they deserve. You may be confusing the gut factor with personal 
preference or bias and could eliminate someone who deserves to be 
considered. And . . . it is rarely worth the risk to you and your team 
to invest in a candidate who doesn’t sit well with your team after an 
honest gut check. 

The gut factor is only one out of the eight factors. It is important, and 
it should carry the appropriate amount of weight. 

Pitfall: The gut factor becomes a problem when hiring leaders rely on it 
to the exclusion of other factors, saying things like, “I trust my gut, and 
I don’t need to know/hear/see/ask anything else.”

Solution: The questions for this factor are for you, not the candidate. 
Examples might be, “Do I trust this person? What was my first and 
last impression? Are there any yellow or red flags anywhere along the 
process that we need to explore more deeply? Am I feeling positive or 
neutral or uneasy, and why? What more do I need to know to make the 
right decision about hiring this person?” 
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H = Heart

What kind of a human being is this candidate? How grounded, other 
centered, well balanced, compassionate, and humble will this person 
be in the workplace?

Each person is a complex human being with a boatload of life be-
hind them, no matter their age. The heart factor shows up in the ways 
in which candidates choose to navigate life and relationships with the 
people they touch. Teddy Roosevelt is often attributed with some ver-
sion of the phrase, “People don’t care how much you know until they 
know how much you care.” This is the heart factor.

The candidate’s heart factor impacts all of his stakeholder relation-
ships. When I ask my client groups to list best leader and worst leader or 
best and worst team member qualities, attributes, or traits, there is rarely 
more than one or two that involve the brain factor. All the rest are about 
how the leader leads people—factors A, C, D, E, and H show up every 
single time. I’ve conducted this exercise with thousands of people from 
a vast range of roles and professions—from CEOs to mail handlers. 
Every group I’ve asked, regardless of role or profession, arrives at the 
same conclusions time and time again. It’s all about our relationships—
it’s the how . . . not the what! Heart plays a big part in the how.

In the emotional intelligence factor, we talked about empathy. Heart 
is about compassion. They are closely related behaviors but show up 
differently. Empathy is demonstrating that you want to understand or 
actually do understand what someone is going through, feeling, and 
saying. You might not care deeply about the situation, but you are truly 
listening and are genuine about trying to walk a mile in their shoes. 
Compassion, on the other hand, is demonstrating that you care about 
the person whether you understand them or not, agree or not, or can 
imagine anything they are feeling or not. A candidate who demonstrates 
both empathy and compassion for stakeholders in your organization is 
a fortunate find and one you’ll likely be placing  at the top of your list. 

I believe the heart factor is what Jack Welch meant by the game-
changing “generosity gene.”7 This is a person who is all about others’ 
success, who celebrates members of the team when they accomplish 
difficult tasks, who feels fantastic about rewarding deserving em-
ployees, and who never takes credit for others’ ideas. When authentic 
“heart” is demonstrated consistently, trust, loyalty, commitment, and 
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productivity increase dramatically. These are people you want on your 
team. I often remind my clients that it is important not to confuse kind-
ness with weakness. Humility and kindness result in increased team 
cohesiveness, productivity, and organizational strength. 

The questions you can explore to get a greater and more accurate 
sense of a person’s heart are personal in nature, still perfectly legal, 
and appropriate; for instance, “Tell us about a time you celebrated your 
team.” “What has helped you most when it comes to building your con-
fidence and self-esteem?” “What do you expect from employees you 
lead?” “What do you know to be true?” “What makes you feel alive?” 
“What gives you the most joy at work?”

An invisible but measurable energy exchange happens between hu-
man beings even though we may or may not be aware of it on a con-
scious level. It is definitely whirling around on a subconscious level. Our 
bodies react to stimuli before our minds can compute the experience. 
For example, consider what happens when you are watching a horror 
movie like Jaws, Psycho, or Scream. With any version of the classic 
scary film setup, your reptilian brain does not know or care that the 
frightening thing you are watching is a fictional experience. Your pulse 
rate rises, pupils dilate, adrenaline increases, sweat glands activate, and 
your stomach flops. You might even stop breathing for a moment. And 
all that happens when it’s not even a real person or thing scaring you! 
It’s only when your logical mind sorts all this out that your automatic 
reflexes relax a bit. When it’s a real person or thing, it matters a lot more.

I demonstrate this human energy exchange with a simple children’s 
toy—an energy stick you can buy in toy stores or online for around $10. 
Imagine being inside a room, with at least two and up to hundreds of 
people standing in a circle, either holding hands or simply touching the 
hand of the two people immediately on their left and right. When the 
circuit is complete, the tiny stick lights up. When one person, anywhere 
in the loop lets go, the stick goes silent. We can stop the tangible indica-
tor, but the flow of energy remains ever present.

This is a simple and visible wonder that gets everyone’s immediate 
attention and generates a lot of ooh’s and ah’s. The lesson people take 
away is that our human energy is always present and moving invisibly 
between and among us. I ask them to notice that we are all connected, 
knowingly or not. Then I ask people to take responsibility for the energy 
they each are sending out into the world. 
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In choosing a candidate to hire, it’s important to notice the energy 
radiating outward from them and see how the candidate does or does 
not take responsibility for it. I first noticed this phenomenon in an inter-
action with a former boss. He was a nice enough guy, but not an honest 
one, and he had, for his own gain, purposefully thrown me “under the 
bus.” One day at a restaurant lunch with friends, he approached the 
table and offered to shake my hand as if nothing had happened between 
us. This was apparently an “if looks could kill” moment because all 
I did was look at him. His face went pale, his body recoiled, and he 
turned and left. The two people with me at lunch said in unison, “What 
the hell was that?” I asked, “What was what?” They both told me that 
not only did my former boss seem to jump away from the table, but they 
each felt as if a hand had physically pushed them to the side as well. 
We all knew there were no hands involved. Mine had remained in my 
lap the entire time. That was a wild moment I cannot and do not want 
to forget; it was humbling to see how powerful one’s energy can be!

None of the eight factors should carry the day, and every one of the 
factors has the potential to create a “go or no-go” decision. Of course, 
within the brains factor, you are looking for the right knowledge and 
experience that speaks to the job at hand whether it is fundraising, 
customer service, sales, project management, teaching . . . you name it. 
That’s where the first screening happens for all candidates. After that, 
the rest of the A–H factors come into play.

For instance, if you are satisfied with someone’s attitude and brains, 
but not comfortable with character and fit, that’s probably a no-go. If 
everything has been superb so far and late in the game you discover this 
candidate takes credit for everyone else’s work, you may have to revisit 
your conclusions. On the other hand, if you expect this is a learned be-
havior and could perhaps be adjusted with coaching, you might make a 
different decision. I’d still not make that hire without sharing my con-
cerns with the candidate and taking a deep dive into reference checks 
to uncover what we may have missed or see what else we can learn.

That’s it! Our eight A–H factors cover the critical aspects of the per-
son in front of you. If there are other factors that are singularly unique 
beyond these, I have yet to experience them after more than thirty years 
of hiring people from many walks of life and cultures. 

While this may seem complicated or even overcomplicated, it 
doesn’t have to be. Once you create the interview framework and have 
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a good selection of questions for each of the factors, you can quickly 
tweak them for each position until it becomes “the way we do things 
here.” Since you will have to create interview questions anyway, why 
not create questions that will serve your best interests? I promise, it gets 
so much easier the more you do it, and just like any new skill, it takes 
practice. And . . . I’ve provided plenty of questions to get you going in 
the Resources section for this chapter.

INTERVIEWS

There are two kinds of on-site interviews I recommend: (1) meetings 
with various stakeholders, and (2) the scenario interview. These are two 
very different approaches and utilizing both well will give you and your 
Search Team a deeper and richer understanding of your candidates. 

The first kind of interview plan is common practice in most organi-
zations and, when done well, yields great information. The candidate 
meets with several groups and/or individuals for some part of one or 
more days. Everyone involved has some stake in the success of this 
person for this particular position. Depending on the position’s level 
and complexity this could be a relatively small or larger undertaking. 

The planning for these meetings should have taken place well before 
the candidate arrives on-site. Interviewers will have been preselected, 
are well informed about expectations for the position and the candi-
dates, have the paperwork about the questions you want them to explore 
(and what’s legal and not legal) in hand. Times and places have been 
scheduled to allow them to conduct each interview. Stakeholders will 
have an evaluation form, either hard copy or electronic, and have a 
deadline for returning same to a specific person on your staff or on the 
Search Team. Yes, the devil is in the details when it comes to inter-
views. Don’t leave it to chance; plan far enough ahead to allow for the 
inevitable changes in people, times, and places.

Ask your interviewers to cover specific topics based on their own 
expertise and needs as well as questions from any of the A–H factors 
you deem appropriate. For instance, let’s say you are hiring for a Busi-
ness Manager position that will serve all your operating departments. It 
makes sense to ask a representative(s) of each department to be on the 
interviewer list. To prevent having the candidate bombarded with the 
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same questions in every interview setting, preplanning is key. It does 
not help your learning, or the candidate’s view of your organization, if 
everyone asks, “So why do you want this job?” You get the idea, I’m 
sure, and I expect you’ve seen this problem pop up more than once.

To prevent useless and redundant questions, you can assign which 
group or person gets particular questions based somewhat on their ex-
pertise as well your perception of their sensitivity to factors like char-
acter and drive or emotional intelligence and fit. It helps to be mindful 
about who would do the best job at assessing various and important 
aspects of each candidate. And . . . interviewers need to have the ability 
and time within the interview to be fluid enough to allow for impromptu 
follow-up questions as well as questions from the candidates.

Candidate questions can be illuminating so always allow time in 
every session for this. Watch for clues. If the candidate  asks few or 
no questions, you can make an open-ended offer, “What questions do 
you have?” This is when silence is your friend. If you allow even a few 
seconds of space, most candidates will feel the need to fill the airtime. 
If they talk nonstop or interrupt you, it may indicate nervousness or a 
lack of good listening skills and a shortage of self-awareness. In any 
case, there may be reason for concern. If the candidate asks thoughtful 
and relevant questions, seeks clarification, and listens carefully to your 
answers, you have a positive indicator for good listening skills, aware-
ness, and comprehension. 

THE SCENARIO INTERVIEW

The second kind of interview is the scenario interview. I relish this 
process because it has a high success rate for separating the best from 
the rest. 

A founding father of organizational development, thought leader, 
and author, Rod Napier, who is also my mentor and dear friend, wrote 
a little book about this process called The Power Interview in 1990. 
He plans to update and publish it again in the near future.8 Rod broke 
important new ground with his approach, and in 1992, I was the first 
person at Cornell University to be hired into a position of leadership 
using Rod’s “Power Interview” process. I’ve been a champion of it 
ever since. It is Rod’s right and privilege to give you a more detailed 
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description. He has given me permission, in this book, to share what I 
experienced when I was a candidate. 

This two-part interview process generally takes place over one and a 
half to two days. The second day, and last set of formal interviews, is 
for scenarios. By the time the candidates come on-site for the scenario 
interviews, they will have met many people and had plenty of conversa-
tions. Each candidate should, by now, have a solid sense of the organi-
zation’s culture and the position at hand. 

Several members of your Search Team are going to have roles that 
may or may not be their real jobs. The planning for the scenarios needs 
to happen long before your candidates show up on-site. I recommend a 
dry run by the team nearer the time candidates arrive to provide enough 
time to make any needed changes but not too much time to risk people 
forgetting their roles.

My own experience as a candidate is typical of the right way to set up 
the scenarios with your Search Team. I invite you to walk in my shoes 
as a candidate for a moment.

Before coming on-site, I was informed about the two-part process, 
the people I would meet in the interviews and their relationship to the 
position, the locations, and who would be my guide to each location. 
I was also informed about the half-day scenario interview process. 
Someone on the Search Team explained the structure of the scenario 
interviews to me a few days prior. I would be given the opportunity to 
“be the director” for three real situational scenarios with members of 
the Search Team including the hiring leader in attendance. It would take 
three to four hours, and there would be a break after each one. That was 
it. I had never heard of or experienced anything like this for any of my 
positions—and, yes, I was nervous.

At the appointed time, I was warmly welcomed into a conference 
room for this half-day interview by my potential new boss, as well as 
the rest of the Search Team including the person serving as the facili-
tator. Outside the conference room was a small private office where I 
would be given twenty minutes to review one of the three scenarios 
prior to having to return to the conference room and interact with some, 
or all, of the group for a maximum of fifteen minutes.

I was guided into the private office by the facilitator, offered refresh-
ments, and left at the desk with a piece of paper and a pen in front of 
me. The paper described an adaptation of one situation I, as the new 
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director, would likely need to grapple with in real time. I was given a 
list of the names of people and their positions that I could choose to 
interact with—or not—my choice. They explained that I was either (1) 
making a report to my boss about my recommendations, (2) giving a 
short presentation, (3) managing the situation and people, or (4) some 
combination of these. When I reentered the conference room, I noticed 
that some of the Search Team members had new name cards in front of 
them. Each person who was being made available for the scenario had 
the name of a specific character in the scenario. Everyone else in the 
room was serving as observers and sat away from the conference table. 
This is when the real fun began!

It was my job to assess the situation they provided, decide who needed 
to be in the room with me, and when. Did I want several conversations 
or one? Who would I meet with first and last? Talk about a challenge!

After each fifteen-minute scenario was played out, we all stretched 
and relaxed, and the facilitator debriefed what happened with the group 
and me. Each time they asked what I believed I did well, whether I 
would do anything differently, and what questions I had about the situ-
ation after playing it out. They gave me positive comments about things 
they appreciated, and they asked what I was thinking during certain 
parts of the scenario, or why I asked this or that person to meet with me. 
They kept any negative feedback to themselves. 

While I was reading the next scenario, the Search Team members 
were filling out their written evaluations of my recent performance 
based on the criteria they had predetermined, as well as anything 
meaningful that had popped up during the scenario. Again, all of this 
preparation was a team effort and completed before candidates arrived 
on-site. Each candidate was measured against the same criteria for each 
scenario. I learned later that they did not discuss their evaluations of the 
scenarios with each other until I left for the day.

We began at 8:30 a.m. and ended around 11:30 a.m., with each full 
cycle, including brief breaks, lasting about forty-five minutes. After 
all three scenarios were completed, the Search Team thanked me gra-
ciously and encouraged me to relax and enjoy the rest of my day. That 
was good advice because I felt like a wet noodle! Never in my life had I 
experienced such a think-on-your-feet, rapid series of events. Although 
it felt positive, I had no idea how well I had done in their eyes, but I 
knew they experienced the real me. 
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There had been no room to game the system; I had to show up, speak 
up, and do the best I knew how to do. I walked away with a lot of re-
spect for the work and preparation the Search Team had invested in me 
and in the process and felt confident that if the real me wasn’t the right 
fit, then that was okay and best for all of us.

Well, I expect you know the ending to this true story. As the top 
candidate, I learned I was offered the job over several people who had 
more experience and education. It turns out I was the unanimous choice 
of the Search Team with no close second—but only after the scenario 
interviews. Happily, I thrived and spent nearly thirteen years loving my 
job, my leader, and the great people on our team. We continued to use 
some version of the scenario process in our searches for a wide variety 
of positions and the “full monty” for our leadership positions. I continue 
to advise my clients—as I am advising you—to invest in it as a key part 
of your due diligence. 

While no process can ever be fail proof, your well-written and well-
planned scenarios offer a powerful method to differentiate among 
candidates. As a leader, I’ve seen a candidate drop out of the running 
because he didn’t want to take part in such an intense process. Another 
turned to jelly before the third scenario and asked to be excused. Still 
others have tried to game the process only to see it backfire big time. 

Yes, on rare occasions I have witnessed a bad hire despite the sce-
nario process. Common causes for sad outcomes are a hiring leader 
who is feeling desperate and hires too fast and/or ignores valid concerns 
raised by others on the team. If we add the likelihood that bad hires 
often provide references who will only say positive things about them, 
it’s a surefire disaster when we shortchange the process.

Our “blind date” isn’t such a mystery anymore! We’re about to enter 
into a serious and, hopefully, successful relationship. In chapter 5, “The 
Invitation,” you’ll complete your due diligence with reference check-
ing, choose the winner of this marathon, and make an offer. Assuming 
all goes well, one person will be invited to become part of your team 
and your work family, and this person will help you create a positive 
future for your organization. 

OK, it’s time to pick up the phone!
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Chapter Five

The Invitation

Figure 5.1. Hiring Right Search Map: The Invitation
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Most people do not listen with the intent to understand; they listen 
with the intent to reply.

—Stephen R. Covey

REFERENCE CHECKS

We’re arrived at step 5, “The Invitation,” on the Hiring Right Search 
Map (see figure 5.1). You’ve asked a zillion questions, listened, ob-
served, and assessed the behaviors and answers from your candidates 
since the beginning of the search. One or more of them has risen to the 
top of your list. It’s time to listen some more. As tempting as it may be 
to rush in and make an offer, the next critical step is to begin your ref-
erence-checking work and listen carefully to the answers you receive. 

Reference checking is very important, and I strongly recommend that 
you, the hiring leader, make all the calls yourself. Here’s why:

• You have the most intimate knowledge of what you need in this 
person and position.

• Because you are the closest to the job at hand, you can speak specifi-
cally to any concerns or questions you may have about the candidate 
better than anyone. 

• The likelihood of getting good information increases when the person 
on the other end of the phone knows you’ll be the candidate’s leader. 

• You’ll hear the information directly, not second hand.
• You’ll have control over the questions and can follow up as necessary. 

This is the time for seeking verification (or not) of the facts and the 
manner in which the candidate showed up for you within the A–H 

Pitfall: If you’re excited about the candidate and/or are in a hurry to get 
this hiring thing done, you are more susceptible to confirmation bias 
and/or another opportunity for the halo effect to distract you from asking 
about important information you need to know.

Solution: Remember, no candidate is perfect, and that’s fine. You still 
need to have a good idea where the person’s growth edges and oppor-
tunities for development are. Keep digging until you have a full picture.
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factors and during all your interviews. You are also seeking new or nu-
anced information from the candidate’s references that can fill in gaps 
or reassure you.

Giving lip service to reference checking might check the official due 
diligence box, but it won’t get you a great hire. I’d like to share two 
reference failure stories about the same employee as an illustration of 
what not to do.

A bright, knowledgeable, and accomplished employee, we’ll call her 
Pam, had become untrustworthy in her highly sensitive and confidential 
position. Michael supervised her though he had not hired her. After 
delivering substantial constructive feedback, counseling her, giving her 
a formal warning, and then moving to a final disciplinary action, it was 
clear Pam was not willing or able to turn her behaviors around. Trust 
was completely destroyed. Michael allowed her to continue to do some 
basic parts of her job, but all sensitive duties were removed. Because of 
her long tenure, he gave her two months to find another job. 

She found another job within a few weeks within a different divi-
sion of their large organization. The hiring leader called Michael; he 
assumed it was to ask him for a reference. Instead, she said this, “Hi 
Michael, I am so sorry to be taking Pam away from you, so I just wanted 
to call and say thank you for encouraging her to apply for our position. 
We feel so lucky to get her!” After taking a deep breath, Michael vol-
unteered to provide a full and contextual reference, but the hiring leader 
said she had hired Pam already so a reference was unnecessary.

It gets worse. Pam failed at her new job as well and applied for a third 
position. On behalf of the new hiring leader, a colleague asked Michael 
to provide a reference. Michael acknowledged Pam’s strengths and pro-
vided several examples of the trust issues that caused him to terminate 
her. His colleague said the hiring leader was too keen on Pam to listen, 
and sure enough, they hired her anyway! The newest job blew up for 
exactly the same reasons. Pam was forced to leave the organization and 
was finally listed as an unacceptable candidate for any role in the future. 
What a waste of human energy and resources that could have been pre-
vented if good reference-checking protocols had been used.

Great and poor character traits cast long shadows. I love this quote 
from Abraham Lincoln: “Character is like a tree and reputation like a 
shadow. The shadow is what we think of it; the tree is the real thing.”1 
In reference checking, you’re looking for the tree, and you’ll discover 
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more of the positives and negatives of the person you’re hiring by ex-
ploring the kind of shadows they have cast.

A study by Robert Half International claims that senior managers 
report removing 34 percent of job candidates from consideration after a 
thorough reference check.2 That’s one in three! 

It’s safe to say we’ve explored the why we must do reference checks, 
so it’s time to look at how to do it well. These checks help you confirm 
information on the candidate’s application form and resume. You’ll also 
gain greater insights into the candidate’s skills, knowledge, and abilities 
from someone who has actually observed the candidate perform.

Here’s the what:

• Tell candidates you will be conducting reference checks and be spe-
cific about what kinds of relationships you want them to provide, for 
example, past supervisors (more than one is better), peers, customers, 
and direct reports, if applicable. If the candidate’s current supervisor 
does not know about the candidate’s application for your position, 
require at least one past supervisor; two is better. Ask for the name, 
title, contact information, and relationship. You may also want to call 
people you know—people who also know the candidate but didn’t 
make it to the preferred list. These folks may or may not answer your 
questions, but you can always ask.

• Most finalists understand the next step is to check references. No 
one worth hiring will have a problem with that. If there is only one 
person in the running for your position, you can choose to make your 
offer contingent upon your reference-checking process. Checking 
before you make an offer will speed up the time it takes to make an 
offer, but only do this if your candidate agrees. It could damage the 
candidate’s current situation or create competing offers to yours. This 
is a situational judgment call, so consider the timing and context for 
each candidate.

• Make a solid list of job-related questions that you ask each can-
didate’s references if you have more than one outstanding choice. 
Include specific questions that may have arisen from interviewing 
each candidate. The legality of the questions follows the same rules 
as interview questions. (See the Resources section for chapter 3.)

• In your conversations, be engaging and positive about the candidate 
with the person providing the reference.
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• Thank each reference for being willing to chat with you to help gauge 
the candidate’s suitability for the position. 

• Provide a brief overview of the position at hand and then ask open-
ended questions instead of yes/no close-ended questions.

• Focus on the facts and opinions the reference gives you more than 
on the delivery. You often will have no idea who the person is on 
the other end of the phone, how their day is going, or if they always 
speak in a strange-sounding voice. Notice hesitations, and how spe-
cific or vague the answers are. To stay focused, you’ll need to really 
listen, don’t interrupt, take notes, and allow as much time as needed 
for the conversation.

• Thank the person again for taking the time to help you get to know 
your candidate better. 

You may already have a good reference-checking system in place 
and a list of powerful questions. If not, here’s a checklist with examples 
of what to ask. If you apply rigor to questioning, your hiring success 
rate will increase. You’ll want to put these questions into your own 
words and add, delete, or change anything that is missing or doesn’t 
quite fit for you. Nevertheless, you’ll be headed in the right direction. 
These questions will help confirm, or not, the information you’ve gath-
ered so far on your candidates and will help you gain greater insights 
into the candidate’s skills, knowledge, and abilities from people who’ve 
observed the candidate in at least one other position.

Reference Check Sample Questions

• Verify references’ relationships and how well they know the can-
didate by stating what you believe and asking, “Is that right?” (Ex-
amples: How closely did you work with Morgan? How would you 
compare your working style and Morgan’s? What is/was it like to 
supervise Morgan? What would direct reports say about Morgan as a 
leader? What would peers say?)

• What are/were the candidate’s primary responsibilities? (Examples: 
Could you share some examples of the work Morgan performed? 
What kinds of work did Morgan prefer to do? Prefer not to do?) 

• What does success look like in your organization, and how do you 
think Morgan measures up to that standard? (Examples: On a scale of 
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1–6 with 1 low and 6 high, where would you score Morgan in overall 
performance? Why?)

• What are the candidate’s most impressive skills or qualities? (Ex-
ample: Where did Morgan shine? What is Morgan passionate about?)

• What was the candidate’s most significant accomplishment? (Ex-
amples: What did Morgan do to help you do better? What stands out 
about Morgan?)

• How well developed are the candidate’s emotional intelligence com-
petencies? (Examples: How self-aware is Morgan about personal 
and professional strengths and weaknesses? How open is Morgan to 
change? How savvy is Morgan about the culture of your organiza-
tion? What leadership competencies have you seen Morgan demon-
strate?) 

• How does the candidate respond to constructive feedback? (Ex-
ample: What have you noticed about how Morgan responds to con-
structive feedback particularly when it’s about something that needs 
improvement?)

• What are growth and development areas? (Examples: What do you 
think Morgan could learn that would make him/her stronger? How 
well does Morgan integrate the skills learned?)

• How does the candidate respond to having to do necessary but less 
desirable work? (Example: When was a time Morgan had to slog 
through something to get it done?)

• What kinds of situations have you seen the candidate go above and 
beyond? (Examples: When specifically has Morgan gone the extra 
mile? How has Morgan involved others in doing so?) 

• What is the candidate looking for in a new role? (Examples: What 
insights do you have about what would be Morgan’s ideal job? How 
well does this job seem to suit Morgan?)

• Who else would you suggest I speak with?
• Would you rehire the candidate? (Example: Why would you want to 

rehire Morgan? Why not?)
• Open question: What haven’t I asked that you think I should have 

asked or should know? 

On the other side of the coin are several things to watch out for dur-
ing your reference-checking process.
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Reference Check Cautions

• Do not take reference letters too seriously. While they can be il-
luminating, it’s good to remember that the letter writers knew the 
candidate was going to read them.

• Wonderful qualities matter more when there are also quantifiable 
results behind them. 

• Do not delegate the reference-checking process.
• If the reference will not provide answers to open-ended questions, 

get as many yes/no answers as you can, including: “Would you rehire 
this person if you could?” 

• It is a red flag if the reference had no idea you were going to call.
• It is a red flag if you hear: “I’m not the best person to talk to you 

about ‘Morgan.’”
• It is a red flag if all you hear are positives about the candidate—no 

one is perfect.
• Do not rely on only one or two of the A–H factors in asking your 

questions. 
• Do not supply the reference giver with the answer you want to hear.
• Do not hesitate to circle back to the candidate to clarify discrepan-

cies. If at any point during the reference check a reference tells you 
something that doesn’t align with what the candidate said or pro-
vided, that is a warning. 

• Do not interrupt—leave space for references to elaborate.
• If references refuse to offer you anything valuable, it may or may not 

be a warning—it could be a policy—ask why. 
• Do not hesitate to seek out informal references by getting in touch 

with people in your network who also know the candidate, such as 
professional associations, past colleagues, or employees, as well as 
LinkedIn.

If you are concerned about the references’ information, and you have 
checked in with the candidate about those concerns, and you still feel 
uncertain—do not hire that person! People giving references gener-
ally err on the positive side in their descriptions, so any hesitation or 
disconnects must be dealt with. One of the fatal flaws hiring leaders 
can make is to convince themselves that it’s more important to hire 
someone with “a few” known issues quickly versus starting over. The 
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fallout from this choice is nearly always far more pain than gain. Once 
in awhile you might get lucky, but don’t count on it. Starting over may 
seem overwhelming but it’s nothing compared to making a bad hire you 
will have to manage and then fire. The result is the same—you still have 
to start over, but in the meantime you’ve lost much more time, money, 
and productivity.

THE OFFER

Assuming you are satisfied with the results from references, you have 
verified the candidate’s information, and there are no other show-
stopping concerns, you are ready to make a formal offer to your top 
contender. Who makes the offer and how and when the offer is made 
are critical questions to get right if you want that great candidate to 
accept your offer and not back out or accept another offer from some-
one else.

Some hiring leaders and their organizations believe making an offer 
is like buying a car or a house. It is nothing like that—believe me! This 
is a relationship, not a simple transaction, and the way you do it will set 
the tone for the entire relationship—if there is to be one. 

Paying attention to best job offer practices will increase your odds 
of getting that top candidate to agree to work for and with you. There 
are, of course, no guarantees, but putting your best foot forward is the 
right place to start. Making an offer is more like a partnership proposal. 
You are offering a position with a number of pieces and parts, and the 
person is offering everything within their A–H factors that they are will-
ing and able to share with you. This is a relationship you both want to 
see succeed and one you believe will add value to your organization. It 
is not a one-way street where you are in the driver’s seat, particularly 
when the skills you need are in high demand in the marketplace. The 
offer conversation needs to be a dialogue between the hiring leader and 
the candidate. So let’s take a look at some best practices I believe will 
give you the best shot at landing a deal that will satisfy both parties in 
this partnership. Once you’ve made your initial offer, you may or may 
not find it necessary to negotiate with your candidate. We’ll take a look 
at that next.
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BEST PRACTICES

First I’m giving you a sequential list of my seven best practices fol-
lowed by detailed explanations of each. You now have a short checklist 
from which you can select topics to explore or skip based on your own 
knowledge and experience.

• Pre-work
• Candidate expectations and requirements
• Using the “golden” and “platinum” rules
• Always call
• Make the offer
• After the call follow-up letter
• Staying connected

1. Pre-work: At the beginning of a well-organized search process, 
you’ll have

 ✓ created the job description with all the requirements and prefer-
ences you need;

 ✓ defined a competitive salary range based on your organization’s 
policies and market research for this skill set;

 ✓ determined any benefits, stock options, perks, bonuses, moving 
reimbursements, etc. you’re willing and able to offer;

 ✓ received all preapprovals to hire within agreed upon expectations 
and boundaries; and

 ✓ established the timeline for the search process, including opti-
mum offer date.

2. Candidate expectations and requirements: 
 ✓ discuss, during interviews, the salient points about reporting, 
salary, benefits, culture, duties, and responsibilities, and answer 
candidate questions;

 ✓ gauge how aligned (or not) you are with candidates’ expectations 
and requirements;

 ✓ share any nonnegotiable items upfront: if you never pay for a 
move, tell them; if you offer a signing bonus to offset expenses, 
tell them; and

 ✓ share your timeline so candidates know what to expect and when.
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3. Using the “golden” and “platinum” rules—treat others as you would 
want to be treated (golden) and treat others as they wish to be treated 
(platinum)—because

 ✓ it demonstrates compassion and empathy for the candidate in a 
high-stakes situation;

 ✓ it is the right thing to do and the right way to do business;
 ✓ top candidates will appreciate your openness and understanding; 
and

 ✓ candidates who feel respected, heard, and understood are more 
likely to accept your offer and often with fewer negotiations.

4. Always call because
 ✓ as the hiring leader it means more coming from you than anyone 
else; you have spent a fair amount of time with your top candidate 
and will likely be this person’s direct supervisor; if you aren’t the 
direct supervisor, make sure that person is in the room with you 
or makes the call;

 ✓ it’s personal and you’re able to convey your excitement in both 
words and tone;

 ✓ e-mails and letters are impersonal and waste time;
 ✓ a call helps you gauge the level of enthusiasm of the selected 
candidate and quickly assess whether the candidate is delighted 
about the news or hesitant; and

 ✓ even if an outsourced recruiter extends the offer, a call from the 
recruiter saves you precious time particularly if a candidate with-
draws from the hiring process then and there versus waiting for 
a written response.

5. Make your offer . . .
 ✓ as soon as possible after your due diligence because every delay 
risks having top candidates go elsewhere or wonder where they 
stand with you. 

 ✓ attractive to your top candidate at the outset so it is clear you are 
serious. Make your best offer after considering internal equity 
and the candidate’s value within your range; allow for some 
negotiation if necessary. The employer-employee relationship be-
gins with the job offer, so make it positive and memorable. When 
you make the offer, highlight the points that will appeal to your 
candidate immediately. Do not hold back, particularly if your top 
candidate is considering multiple offers. 
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 ✓ honestly—do not sugarcoat, be vague, or imply something you 
are not fully prepared to deliver. If you fail to deliver what you 
promised, you’ll likely lose or demoralize your candidate after 
the hire and will have wasted resources while damaging your 
reputation as an employer.

 ✓ more than about the dollars. Today, many candidates are con-
cerned with an array of benefits beyond salary, health, and retire-
ment benefits; consider learning and development opportunities, 
title, relocation packages, signing bonuses, career advancement 
expectations, work/life integration, stock options, flex time and 
flex place, on-site amenities, paid time off (PTO), dress code, and 
community.3 It pays to get to know your candidates before you 
make the offer: for instance, someone who needs to relocate will 
care more about moving expenses than someone who is local. 

6. The follow-up written letter includes the following:
 ✓ all elements of the offer as appropriate: job title, base salary, ben-
efits, overtime exempt or nonexempt status, pay dates (weekly, 
biweekly, monthly), vacation, holidays, perks, office space, equip-
ment provided, and anything else you agreed to offer the candidate.

 ✓ terms and conditions on which the job is being offered, including 
any policies and conditions with which the candidate must com-
ply before you will hire (i.e., any probationary period, US em-
ployment eligibility form I-9, background check, drug screening, 
nondisclosure agreements, non-compete agreements, intellectual 
property agreements, etc.).

 ✓ starting date and, where relevant, work schedule for this position.
 ✓ the location (division or department) where the candidate should 
report on the first day of work, and what the candidate should 
expect, such as formal paperwork, benefits enrollment, security 
considerations, keys, and such.

 ✓ clarity of “at-will employment.” In every state, with the exception 
of Montana, employees are presumed to be at will, meaning they 
or the employer may terminate the employment relationship at 
any time, for any reason.4 This does not apply to certain employ-
ment situations, like a formal contract for specific work and time 
period, or for some collective bargaining agreements. 

 ✓ the statements you made in the verbal offer. You must ensure that 
you have included in the letter everything you have offered verbally.
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 ✓ the name of the candidate’s immediate supervisor/s and contact 
information.

 ✓ the deadline for a signed acceptance; two to three days for a 
response is typical for many positions. The time frame for an 
entry-level job may be a day or two, and for a mid- or senior-level 
candidate in a competitive market, or for a position that involves 
relocation, a week is not excessive.

 ✓ a review of your organizational values, culture, and work environ-
ment, and how these align with the stated goals of the candidate.

 ✓ signature space for both the hiring leader and the candidate signi-
fying acceptance to the terms offered.

 ✓ More on the follow-up written letter: everything you verbally of-
fered is sent in a high-priority e-mail (make sure you get notifica-
tion when the e-mail is opened), or a printed letter that you mail 
with same or next day delivery. The terms of a job offer letter or 
contract are usually final. If the candidate decides to reopen the 
negotiations and make a counteroffer after receiving your letter, 
beware unless there is a very good reason—such as a misunder-
standing of your verbal offer that can be cleared up quickly, or an 
extenuating circumstance that impacts a start date. If you suspect 
your offer is being used as a bargaining chip to get more from 
another employer, you may want to flat out ask, “I’m curious, is 
our offer in competition with others?”

7. Stay connected because
 ✓ you should have been well connected and communicating with 
the candidates throughout the process, so don’t stop now at the 
most crucial time.

 ✓ you need to be readily available in case your candidate has ques-
tions, or in the event that you have to follow up on your offer. 
Stay in touch so it is clear you are genuine in wanting the candi-
date to join your team.

 ✓ it may differentiate you from other employers and help seal the deal. 
 ✓ you want to be enthusiastic and, at the same time, avoid being 
pushy or appearing desperate.

 ✓ there are only two possibilities after you have made the call and 
sent the letter to the candidate; the letter or contract is signed 
and returned or not. If the deadline lapses without the candidate 
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responding to the offer, it usually means your offer has not been 
accepted, and you may want to call to verify this is true.

A well-formulated letter template will help make sure you hit all the 
salient points of the offer and welcome all new hires with the right tone. 
I’ve drafted a sample for you to use as a starting point; it is included in 
the Resources section for this chapter.

NEGOTIATION

Before entering into negotiation with your top candidate, ask yourself 
these two important questions about your Best Alternative to a Negoti-
ated Agreement, or as we fondly refer to it in labor negotiation terms, 
BATNA. Answering these two questions can prevent falling into the 
win/lose mind-set trap.

1. What will you have if you don’t reach agreement?
2. Will what you have if you don’t reach agreement be better than what 

you have if you do reach agreement?

A job offer also falls neatly into the category of interest-based ne-
gotiations. This is a process by which we separate people from the 
problem and focus on interests—not positions—to arrive at a mutually 
agreeable solution. I’ve included relevant parts of the framework I often 
use in preparing for negotiations with top candidates, even if it turns 
out to be unnecessary.

Separate People from the Problem

• Understand and discuss each person’s point of view and percep-
tions—know and be able to articulate yours. 

• Make proposals consistent with each person’s values—know and be 
able to articulate yours.

• Seek to understand the other person first by listening carefully and 
acknowledging what is said.
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Focus on Interests, Not Position

• Acknowledge each side’s multiple interests.
• Be firm and flexible.
• Be hard on the problem, not on people.

Invent Options

• Brainstorm together; look at both the specific and general parts of 
any disparities.

• Identify shared interests, values and goals.
• Do what you can to make the other person’s decision easy for them.

Still, negotiations with candidates are rarely predictable for either 
party. Preparing for this conversation and knowing what you will and 
will not do can make it more productive. In the end, though, how far 
you’ll stretch depends on what is possible and how much you want this 
person to work for you. How far the candidate will stretch will depend 
on how much they want the job and what will work best for them. Can-
didates know that it’s a lot easier to get the goodies upfront than to ask 
for them once they are on the job, so you shouldn’t be surprised to hear 
some requests that are different from your original offer.

To help prevent some back-and-forth negotiation, be as clear as pos-
sible from the start about your pay range or your “not-to-exceed” salary 
budget while emphasizing any great benefits or perks, including quality 
of life amenities that are less tangible. This will weed out applicants 
early on who will not or cannot accept even your top dollar. Doing this 
results in fewer surprises and often prevents wasted time and effort on 
everyone’s part.

It is common for candidates to expect a pay increase of at least 10 
percent when changing jobs; when the job is a significant promotion, 
a lot more. Few top candidates will change jobs for the same or lower 
salary (barring unusual circumstances). A signing bonus is often offered 
by larger organizations, particularly to external candidates. If this is not 
an option for you, look for other ways to make your offer more attrac-
tive, like a performance bonus after six months or a base salary bump 
in one year. 
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If you know a candidate’s current salary, do not offer a salary below 
that unless there are truly compelling reasons to do so—and even then, 
think long and hard about it. If you have another good candidate in the 
wings that you know will accept less, perhaps it makes sense. Gener-
ally, though, a few thousand dollars in salary or perks is not going to 
make or break you over the tenure of this employee when they are a 
great hire. I’ll say it again: don’t be cheap—it just doesn’t pay.

You will have made the timeline clear in the verbal offer and follow-
up letter. People often need some time to think, as well as talk with 
family, friends, colleagues, and their current employer. If it’s a formal 
contract, they may need to review it with an attorney. They also may 
not accept immediately because they don’t want to appear too eager. 
In any case, you can still ask questions during your offer call like, “I 
completely understand . . . and still, would you mind sharing what you 
are thinking or what comes to mind right now about our offer?” If there 
is hesitation or you sense uncertainty, ask questions, without being 
pushy, to tease out any objections and/or to help you provide additional 
information that may make acceptance more likely.

To demonstrate empathy as well as helping your candidate think 
through next steps, you might ask about how they are feeling about 
leaving their current job. “How do you feel about giving notice after 
working there for the last few years?” “How do you think your current 
leader will react?” “What will be the easiest and the hardest parts of 
making this move for you?”

Even if the candidate is enthusiastic about your offer, change is diffi-
cult and will create some stress and anxiety. A new boss, new role, new 
everything makes changing jobs one of life’s most stressful transitions.

Pitfall: It is a bad practice to pay internal candidates less than you 
would offer an external candidate. They will likely find out and resent 
it and you. Besides, it is a lousy thing to do.

Solution: If an internal person is your best-qualified, top choice, they 
deserve a salary that reflects that. Don’t go low with people who are 
already on your payroll. Pay them what you would pay an outside can-
didate with similar qualifications and experience.
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If you are seriously concerned about the candidate’s level of interest, 
or if they’ve asked for more time to decide, you might choose to ask 
this question: “We interviewed several other good candidates for this 
position, and as you’re our first choice, we’ve made you an offer. Can I 
tell the others the job has been filled?” When lying might affect another 
person’s livelihood, or someone who really wanted the job more than 
the selected candidate, not many people will lie about their intentions.

It is not unusual to discover that candidates who refuse a job offer did 
so because they accepted a counteroffer from their current employer. 
This happens more in a tight market when employers are desperate to 
hang on to their talent. Turnover in top talent is very costly. If a candi-
date has not yet signed your offer, don’t eliminate your next candidate 
in the pipeline, if you have one. Even once the offer letter is signed, 
make sure to let your other viable candidates know if anything changes, 
you will call them immediately.

As I mentioned early on, this section is the largest of the three, pre-
cisely because when you do all you need to do to hire right, the rest is 
a lot easier, not less important, but easier. You now are likely to have 
the right person on board whom you wish to retain for a good long 
time. Your job as the hiring leader is to make darn sure you develop 
your newest “tribe” member, manage this person’s performance, and 
encourage growth. 

Here we are at the end of section A, “Acquisition = Hiring Right.” The 
time has finally arrived. You have done a superb job in finding, woo-
ing, and hiring your best candidate, and the start date is just around the 
corner. It’s time to move on to section R, “Retention = Nurture Right” 
and explore one of your most important roles as a leader—to retain and 
develop the great talent you’ve just hired. 
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Figure 6.1. Retention Map: Welcome Aboard!

Chapter Six

Welcome Aboard!
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We want to focus on creating a memorable experience for the new 
hire in the first year rather than processing them in the first few 
weeks.

—Cheryl Hughey, Southwest Airlines

Great companies don’t hire skilled people and motivate them; they 
hire already motivated people and inspire them.

—Simon Sinek

If I offered you a low to no-cost method to materially increase your 
odds of retaining your great new hire, would you jump at the chance? 
Step 1 on our Retention Map (figure 6.1) is the foundation for increas-
ing those odds. When we don’t count postage stamps, software you 
already have or need, lunches, and a company coffee cup or T-shirt, 
onboarding adds little direct expense to your business; it costs you time 
and effort, but the payoff is huge! Who doesn’t want a lot of something 
for almost nothing? It’s not a scam; it’s reality, and you could be the 
winner. Onboarding successfully is a critical bottom-line business 
strategy and must not be left to chance. It is as essential as recruiting 
and hiring right.

Today formal onboarding programs are a true differentiator between 
great and not-so-great organizations, and yet, few do it well, and far too 
many don’t do it at all. The range of onboarding efforts and programs 
different organizations offer can be as little as a single day (which is not 
onboarding at all), or a program lasting as long as two years. The latter 
often includes a professional development plan as well. Somewhere 
between nearly nothing and two years is likely your sweet spot. 

My recommendation is to create a focused, well-considered onboard-
ing plan for most positions to roll out for at least six months; an entire 
year is even better. Those months will tick away fast anyway; so it’s in 
your best interests to make the new employee’s time on the job work 
for you versus against you. Companies that excel at onboarding and 
employee retention experienced 2.5 times the revenue growth and 1.9 
times the profit margin of companies who struggle with these two criti-
cal skills.1

There is a direct correlation between onboarding well, getting new 
employees up to speed quickly, and retaining top talent. The Aberdeen 
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Group, experts in human capital management, researched and bench-
marked the performance of more than 644,000 companies. Their re-
search relied on more than 2.5 million people in over 40 countries, 90 
percent of the Fortune 1,000, and 93 percent of the Technology 500. 
The Aberdeen Group found that best-in-class companies had 62 percent 
of their new hires meet their first performance milestone on time, and 
91 percent of those employees were still part of the company after their 
first year. In contrast, the worst-performing companies only had 17 
percent of their employees meet their first milestone on time, and only 
30 percent of them remained at the end of the first year.2 

Here are two more statistics that may shock you. A recent study by 
Leadership IQ says that 46 percent of new hires fail within eighteen 
months! Perhaps more surprising is that 81 percent of those fail due to a 
cultural bad fit.3 Broadcasting your culture in multiple ways during re-
cruitment, hiring, and onboarding will ensure your new hire has a very 
clear picture of who you are and how you operate day to day. 

Some companies are really serious about making sure there is “culture 
fit” with their candidates. They only want people to work for them who 
will flourish within the company’s culture. Zappos, for example, offers 
a five-week course focused on the culture and values of the company. 
At the end of the five weeks, they offer employees several thousand 
dollars to quit if the company culture is not the right fit for them. Zap-
pos clearly believes if it’s not a good fit, it will impact engagement and 
ultimately performance.4 This also means they believe their hires are 
mostly successful, but just in case, here’s a “get out of jail free card.” If 
an employee doesn’t want them, they don’t want that employee. 

Having a formal onboarding process that reinforces your company 
culture can result in

• 60 percent greater annual improvement in revenue per full-time em-
ployee and

• 63 percent greater annual improvement in customer satisfaction than 
those with an informal onboarding process.5

I hope you will agree that these are compelling statistics that make a 
strong case for taking onboarding seriously and making it a core part of 
your staffing and talent management strategy.
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There is a relatively new term out there in the workplace. It’s called 
a “ghost hire.” These are people who have accepted your job offer but 
fail to show up on the first day. They may or may not tell you why, and 
sometimes they don’t even let you know they are not coming. In a tight 
job market, the job abandonment phenomenon increases. Anything you 
can do to ensure your top pick doesn’t change her mind, and/or get lured 
away by someone else, is absolutely worth the effort.6 Beyond being 
somewhat embarrassing, wasting many hours for many people, and up-
ending your business plans, ghost hires are expensive. I’m certain you 
would want to do anything you can to prevent this happening to you. 

A close cousin to a ghost hire is the person who shows up for work 
feeling excited about the new job and then, without warning, fails to 
return on day two. I call those people the “show-and-go” folks. There 
could be several reasons for this; and one of them is about the way they 
were treated on that first day. I know of even more “show-and-go” 
people who left their job within the first ninety days. While onboarding 
well cannot prevent all “ghosts” or “show-and-go” situations, you’ll 
know you did all you could to keep them.

As we delve into the meat and potatoes of your onboarding program, 
you will find many suggestions intended to provide employees access 
to and understanding of your people, culture, and position in a variety 
of ways. 

Let’s reverse roles for a moment. Imagine you have been heavily 
recruited, have been offered a fair salary and maybe some perks, are 
looking forward to the challenges of this new position, and arrive on 
the job site to find that you have no place to sit, or worse, no one in the 
office is expecting you. Yup, that happened to me, not once but twice! 
I had to find, furnish, and/or build my own office to make sure I had 
a space to work—after I arrived. This happened for the simple reason 
that no one was in charge of preparing for my arrival and making sure 
I felt welcome during my first day or first week, for that matter. You 
can do better, I’m sure!

Giving candidates a warm welcome should be included in all steps 
of the search process, beginning with recruitment. Once you have se-
lected your top candidate, create a plan for pre-boarding this person, 
the first weeks, plus ongoing, memorable and welcoming opportuni-
ties that integrate the new person into your culture quickly and with 
success.
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The first day is a big moment for you and your new employee, and 
it’s important to get it right. It’s not just the extensive research that 
informs us about the need to onboard well; it’s about being human. Be-
lieving we belong is a primal human motivator. For instance, the need 
to belong can and does drive people to do both positive and negative 
things they would not do on their own, in the absence of social or peer 
pressure. Gangs, social justice movements, rallies and marches, cults, 
and go-fund-me drives, for example, all get people, often strangers, act-
ing together for a shared purpose. 

Humans instinctively know we cannot make it far or live long in 
complete isolation from others. That understanding creates a powerful 
incentive to fit in, be part of a “tribe,” and join with other humans to 
support and belong to something bigger than oneself. This invisible, 
magnetic pull is a clarion call for survival of the species, and nothing 
beats survival as a motivator. So let’s begin the process of integrating 
the newest member of your “tribe.”

You may have an onboarding process in place that works for you. 
The first question you might ask yourself is this: “How do I know it’s 
working well for our new staff members and us?” You can discover a 
lot by asking new hires, at various intervals, to share their onboarding 
experiences and ask for ideas about what they would do differently if 
they were designing onboarding for new hires. You might consider ask-
ing people within their first year to be part of a standing team for the 
onboarding program. Fresh eyes and recent experiences within your 
workplace are likely to be timely and helpful, often even more than 
suggestions from someone who has been on the inside for a long time. 
A new hire who leaves within the first eighteen months can provide 
more and different insights, particularly if you offer a confidential exit 
interview. 

If you decide your onboarding isn’t robust enough, or if you’re not 
sure, I’ll provide you with checklists for onboarding best practices to 
which you can compare, contrast, and adapt as you see fit. Assuming 
you’re interested and ready, you can begin your crash course in on-
boarding now. 

Let’s begin with goals and the four C’s of onboarding new staff:

1. Culture: provide new employees with information about “how we do 
things here,” both informal and formal.
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2. Connection: establish interpersonal relationship opportunities and 
information protocols through experiences and relevant processes.

3. Clarification: provide clear expectations for the first week, month, 
six months, and year that are related to the position and provide the 
necessary tools and support to ensure success.

4. Compliance: educate new employees on regulations, legalities, eth-
ics, values, and both procedures and policies that impact the work 
and them personally.

This is a broad brush as goals should be. The rest of the story fills in 
the blanks with details. 

Pitfall: Don’t fall into the trap of thinking that onboarding begins when 
the employee arrives to work the first day. Most employees are anxious 
to learn as much as they can about their new organization and the 
people they will work with before they arrive.

Solution: Use virtual technology and other means of communication to 
connect and engage your new hire with you and other employees from 
the moment your offer is formally accepted.

Welcoming new employees to your workplace begins long before 
the first day on the job. There are a number of actions that can and 
should be done well in advance of arrival, all of which will make the 
transition smoother and, at the same time, send a strong “we’re glad 
you’re joining us” message. This is the objective of the “Pre-boarding” 
process. Following pre-boarding is “Week 1,” which focuses on a posi-
tive arrival and settling in. An ongoing program for onboarding—I’m 
calling it “Staying Aboard”—is intended to help you fully achieve the 
four “C” goals.

PRE-BOARDING

Planning for your new arrival should be intentional versus ad hoc. Pre-
boarding procedures need to be put in place well ahead of time. Much 
like you did with your Search Team, choose the right people to be 
your Onboarding Team, people who are willing and able to make that 
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first day, and beyond, both helpful and meaningful for this brand-new 
person. Consider incorporating cross-functional and cross-departmental 
members onto your team to help new hires get exposure to a broader 
swath of your organization. If you already have software in a human 
resource information system (HRIS) or an in-house talent management 
system (TMS), put either or both to good use in setting up your new 
staff member in your systems before they arrive. 

As soon as you have a signed offer letter or contract, and before your 
new employee arrives, pre-boarding begins. The Pre-boarding Check-
list will help you get going in the right direction. 

Pre-boarding Checklist

 ✓ Send a copy of the offer letter or contract signed by you and the 
candidate. 

 ✓ Send a handwritten welcome note from the hiring leader and/or 
new supervisor that arrives in the mail—with a stamp on it. This is 
unusual today and a very meaningful gesture that takes under two 
minutes to do.

 ✓ Send a welcome packet that includes information on the organiza-
tion’s history, values, culture, and an agenda for the first day (or 
more) with connections you’ve scheduled, including names, contact 
numbers, e-mail addresses, and locations with explanations. Send 
any additional materials that you know will help new people navi-
gate your organization.

 ✓ Provide an explanation of what the employee should expect on the 
first day, first week, and first month of work.

 ✓ Provide any organizational videos that would be helpful to under-
stand your culture.

 ✓ Include logistics for the first day such as where to park (provide a 
parking permit if needed), where to arrive, dress code, lunch plans, 
and such.

 ✓ Provide access to a portal or link, if available, to complete necessary 
documentation and forms prior to arrival.

 ✓ Send a fun questionnaire to help the rest of the team get to know this 
new person a little better before they come onboard.

 ✓ Provide access to appropriate intranet portals for internal events or 
announcements.
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 ✓ Ensure access details are finalized, and add the new employee to any 
automated systems you use for things like payroll, benefits, parking, 
onboarding, security, signature authority, and IT setup that will go 
into effect on the day they begin working for you.

 ✓ Announce the new employee’s arrival in meetings and e-mail as 
appropriate.

 ✓ Make sure the new employee’s workspace is known, prepared, and 
set up properly.

 ✓ Set up a plan for a “culture welcome” and tour of your worksite, 
interesting things to know, and things to be aware of.

 ✓ Set up a series of introductions to people who will help your new 
hire feel welcome and get a good overview of how this job connects 
to others’ roles in the organization.

 ✓ Provide all necessary materials specific to legal, regulatory, com-
pany rules, policies, and procedures in writing; offer to answer any 
questions prior to coming on board.

ONBOARDING: WEEK 1

Make the first day memorable! While this isn’t your first “date,” it is 
the first time you’ve brought your new employee into your “tribe.” 
It is your job to make sure that first day and the weeks to follow are 
memorable and welcoming in every way; it makes a huge difference in 
shortening the time it takes to integrate a new person into your team and 
increase your retention success rate. 

The first day and into the first week of anything worth doing is worth 
doing well! Onboarding your new staff member is no exception. Re-
gardless of the role—from front line to senior management, take a mo-
ment to imagine what it must feel like to be in this new person’s shoes, 
particularly for an external hire. 

She is wondering how to fit in and eager to learn what is expected 
and what success looks like to her new boss. In those first days, she is 
figuring out “how they do things here.” Your culture will be new and 
most likely different from her previous one. While she may have met 
a number of people in the interview process, that experience is nothing 
like integrating into the actual group dynamics of an intact team and 
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working with them. On top of this, she may have just moved her whole 
life to a new town or city with all that entails.

As she comes on board, consider any upcoming events or activities 
that are at the core of living your culture and what roles your new em-
ployee could play. If you’ve hired her into a leadership position, a front-
line experience might be useful to encourage “managing by walking 
around,” for example, being taught how to do the job of a key hourly 
employee position or answering customer concerns in a call center. 
Perhaps she could help a team set up for a holiday party, or be asked to 
recognize employees at a celebration for years of service. If she isn’t in 
a leadership role, consider giving her smart “shadowing” opportunities 
with other leaders to experience how they carry out their roles.

That first week is full of information and experiences; it’s a lot for 
anyone to take in, so let’s make her transition as seamless and positive 
as possible. You’ve invested time, money, and effort into this hire, 
and I know for sure you want and need to make it stick. The “Week 1 
Checklist” will help get you on your way.

Week 1 Checklist

 ✓ On day 1, have someone meet and greet your new employee. Con-
sider a welcome basket with snacks or a gift like a coffee mug, 
company T-shirt, or other meaningful cultural gestures. Take care 
to communicate and answer questions about housekeeping items, 
like location of the restroom, break room, copy machine, and the 
workspace; ensure all necessary equipment is reviewed and working 
properly.

 ✓ On day 1, make sure your new employee will know where to eat 
lunch and make sure someone goes along—eating alone isn’t wel-
coming. This is a positive and informal social engagement opportu-
nity, and it’s one you should take seriously. 

 ✓ On day 1 or day 2, the hiring leader should have the job expectations 
conversation. Make it clear how the role fits into the overall goals 
of the organization and why it is important. Provide any necessary 
hands-on training with coaching and support.

 ✓ Plan at least one memorable event that is welcoming and speaks 
to your unique culture. Ideas for this might range from a weeklong 
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“boot camp,” to a formal mentoring partnership dinner, to an after-
noon with your CEO. 

 ✓ Pair your new employee with someone, or even better, more than 
one person who may or may not be on your Onboarding Team. This 
person (or group) should be positive, knowledgeable, and willing to 
make the effort to be available. Whomever you choose will be avail-
able to be a guide, answer questions, advise them, and help them get 
to know others in an informal way. 

 ✓ If you have pre-boarded well, you can focus on what the employee 
needs on the first day and in the first week versus getting bogged 
down in paperwork. Still there may be some necessary details, so 
ensure you have anything that needs doing on the first day and in the 
first week lined up and organized. 

 ✓ Create FAQ sheets regarding the general office and culture (i.e., 
whether there is a “dress-down Friday,” whether pets are allowed, 
etc.), how to log on to systems, and the person to contact for dif-
ferent functional areas. If available, share access to online training 
videos and apps.

 ✓ Schedule tours of your facilities and/or virtual offices. This must 
happen the first week or within the first two weeks, or it might not 
happen at all. People get busy! Floor plans or maps and phone lists 
with pictures of employees are helpful so new hires can match faces 
to names and see where people are located.

 ✓ If there are other new employees joining at a similar time, gather 
them together so they can share stories and questions and have a 
sense of camaraderie. 

 ✓ Provide your new hire with a “map” of your full onboarding process 
with timelines, milestones, and other relevant information.

 ✓ Within the first few weeks, involve senior leaders. Set up one-on-
one interactions with leaders your new hire needs to know. This is 
an onboarding step employees really appreciate.

STAYING ABOARD

At this point in your new employee’s tenure, a lot has happened to help 
them feel welcomed into your culture, and she is settling into her new 
job. If you look over the Pre-boarding and Week 1 checklists to find 
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outlays of cash, you won’t find much. Outlays of time, attention, and 
effort are what this costs you. 

Onboarding does not stop here. Remember the four “C” goals: 
culture, connection, clarification, and compliance. By now you have 
touched on all four and done a great job with compliance and clarifica-
tion. It’s important to remember that culture and connection are the two 
goals that, when achieved, will be more likely to keep your great new 
hire engaged, believing they belong, and producing in the months and 
years ahead.

To help you plan your “Staying Aboard” milestones, let’s look at 
month 1, months 3–6, and the first year.

Month 1: It is important to formally check in. Assuming you have an 
Onboarding Team, it’s their job to ensure regular follow-ups and check-
ins with the new employee, the work team, perhaps Human Resources 
(HR), and you. Having more than one work buddy gives new hires a 
breadth of perspectives as well as depth of support. The check-in should 
assess engagement and satisfaction, allow for back-and-forth feedback, 
and answer questions that have arisen. Early on, provide any training 
your new hire needs to be successful and productive. 

Months 3–6: Check in again, show you care, get feedback, and ad-
dress any pain points that arise. Continue to provide accessibility to a 
work buddy (or buddies) or a mentor, keep the dialogue going, and re-
ally listen and adapt as much as you can to what the new hire is telling 
you.

The first year: It takes a full year for a new hire to “learn the ropes” 
of their new role, assimilate into your culture, and experience various 
business cycles that impact their job. After a year, they are shifting 
from learning the job to ongoing development. It is also the time for 
a discussion about next steps for their career growth. And finally, it 
is essential to have the conversation about everything during this year 
that has gone well for them and your organization and what goals and 
challenges lie ahead. 

You will need to apply rigor when creating plans to keep your on-
boarding momentum positive and productive. If you have the means, 
integrate an employee portal with workforce management software to 
help you and your employees keep track of onboarding progress; this 
portal could also serve as a central repository for common questions 
about your policies, procedures, templates, and such. 
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In my book, Lead Like It Matters . . . Because It Does,7 there is an 
entire section devoted to building the skills and using tools to achieve 
“team mastery” as a leader. I share this now because building a strong 
team is every leader’s responsibility and reward, and because a great 
onboarding program that includes team building will quickly increase 
employee engagement and productivity. And that, of course, will in-
crease employee retention.

When a new person joins your team, the entire dynamic shifts. Any 
change in the makeup of your team has the same effect, coming or 
going. Each new personality, set of skills, and individual motivations 
create a ripple effect within your team. You will want those ripples to 
work for you. This is why I recommend including regular team-building 
sessions as an essential part of your formal onboarding process. It helps 
everyone get to know each other, create shared ground rules or rules of 
engagement, and work together on common goals for a shared purpose. 

If you are a leader of leaders, your new team member, as a leader, 
will experience you modeling team-building activities. With encourage-
ment from you, this will create an incentive for your newly hired leader 
to do the same with their new team of direct reports and get started on 
the right foot.

Building social connections at work has a strong impact on employee 
engagement, which is an important measure of a successful onboard-
ing program. There is no better way to integrate a new employee than 
to involve the entire Onboarding Team in activities that result in that 
person feeling welcomed, included, and valued. After all, you hired this 
person for a good reason! 

So, is it working? Is all this effort paying off? To know, you have to 
ask. It’s that simple. It is important to get feedback from your new hires, 
as well as your Onboarding Team. According to the Society for Human 
Resource Management, nearly 90 percent of new hires make up their 
minds about whether they want to stay with the company within the first 
six months.8 This is why I recommend your onboarding program spans 
at least six months, and preferably the first full year, during the period 
your new employee will experience a twelve-month business cycle.

That means engaging them proactively to understand what’s working 
or not for each of your new hires. You want to learn early enough in 
the process and continue to check in so you can address any issues that 
arise. Many people are reluctant to give their boss feedback even about 
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their own onboarding experience. The Motley Fool, a financial and 
investing advice company, tackled this problem by creating “feedback 
coaches” who are trained to listen, coach, and truly understand the issue 
at hand and, additionally, to remove fear from the conversation.9

You need regular, honest, constructive feedback from your employ-
ees. Here are a few ways to reach out without scaring them: 

• Ask open-ended questions, such as, “If you were in charge of on-
boarding what would you do differently for new employees that 
would make it better?” 

• Ask multiple people to request feedback from your new employees. 
This might be a trusted HR manager, one or more of your Onboarding 
Team members, or a formal “feedback coach.” These folks regularly 
check in with your new employee to learn what is and is not working 
well for them and where support or change would be helpful.

• If you have an online employee intranet or portal, use it to create a 
space for 100 percent anonymous feedback and surveys.

To prevent the loss of your best new employees, make sure your on-
boarding program will help them become quickly engaged, acclimated 
to your culture, the new job, and your team. Get creative! With your 
Onboarding Team, look for fresh ideas to go above and beyond the 
traditional so you will have a positive and measurable impact on your 
new staff member’s sense of well-being. Check out your competition 
to learn what they are doing with onboarding, and then figure out how 
to do it better. It doesn’t have to be splashy or huge. It needs to be con-
sistent and authentic, and it should include many small things that add 

Pitfall: Asking new employees for feedback, including satisfaction or 
culture surveys, and then doing nothing about the good or bad news 
people share is dangerous. If your employees believe giving you feed-
back is pointless, they will be frustrated, share less with you in the 
future, and probably have a lower opinion of you as a leader.

Solution: Only ask for feedback if you are prepared to acknowledge the 
feedback, at the very least, and take action wherever possible, all the 
while being transparent in your communications and actions.
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up to a positive experience within and about your workplace, an experi-
ence you can be sure your employees will share with others.

The days of “plenty of people would love to have your job” and tak-
ing employees for granted are long gone. Great hires simply don’t have 
to and won’t work for an organization that doesn’t do a good job with 
recruiting and onboarding. If they don’t “ghost” you, you still risk los-
ing great hires—the “show and go” people—who won’t stay long when 
they don’t feel welcome. 

As we have discovered, onboarding is an ongoing process, not a one-
time event. During this time, key milestones should be identified along 
the way. It isn’t just about the new hire feeling great about you, the team, 
and the workplace; it’s about his being productive and delivering the 
results you need and expect. Pay particular attention to tasks that happen 
in various cycles throughout the year and make sure someone knowl-
edgeable is available to train, support, and even partner to help with new 
projects or tasks. Focused training and shadowing also can be useful 
when the work assigned is completely unfamiliar to your new hire.

You will need to adjust your program for each new employee based 
on the position, and all onboarding applies to both external and internal 
hires. For an internal hire, you’ll need to adjust based on how familiar 
the person is with your people, culture, and the job at hand. Still, a new 
job with a new boss and new team is a big deal, particularly for internal 
transitions. Here are some examples: 

• New leaders experiencing their first management position 
• Promotions to roles with greater responsibility 
• Leaders moving from a role with limited authority to one of broader 

influence 
• Leaders managing employees who were formerly their peers
• People moving to a new division, a new location, and especially 

those making global moves

Your onboarding program must be designed to be inclusive of in-
dividuals in all kinds of transitions. While the design may vary, and 
should vary, your onboarding four “C” goals remain the same: culture, 
connection, clarification, and compliance.

You might find it useful to have a bulleted summary list of key activi-
ties for each phase of onboarding: Pre-boarding, Week 1, and Staying 
Aboard. 
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SUMMARY OF ONBOARDING KEY ACTIVITIES

Pre-boarding

• Onboarding team
• Set up in HRIS or TMS systems
• Paperwork completed
• Welcome packet

 ° Business and culture information
 ° Logistics for day 1
 ° Expectations of role
 ° Compliance information

• Announcements to organization
• Meetings and tour setup
• Workspace identification and setup
• Memorable events plan

Week 1

• Meet and greet 
• Welcome gift
• Onboarding guides
• Lunch plan
• Tours and logistics
• Expectations clarified
• Building social connection
• Opportunities to be seen and heard
• Memorable events
• Senior leader involvement

Staying Aboard

• Getting feedback and taking action
• Check-ins
• Team building
• Training
• Projects with appropriate support
• Shadowing
• Building social connection
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• Senior leader involvement 
• Opportunities to learn about other areas

Now that you have onboarding down to a science and in alignment 
with your culture, it’s time to make sure you and your new staff mem-
ber are on the same page with job expectations, how you will measure 
this person’s success, and how job performance will be acknowledged. 
Let’s explore these questions by heading over to chapter 7, “How Are 
You Doing?”
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Figure 7.1. Retention Map: How Are You Doing?

Chapter Seven

How Are You Doing?
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Leadership is not being in charge, it is about taking care of people 
in your charge.

—Simon Sinek

This quote from Simon Sinek is an important shift in mind-set for some 
leaders and moves us into step 2 on our Retention Map (see figure 7.1). 
Making that shift, though, is a key factor in retaining your best people 
and a bottom line issue. Keeping that great new hire engaged, produc-
tive, and wanting to continue being a member of your “tribe” is the 
goal. Once you’ve made the hire and rolled out a successful onboarding 
program, it can be tempting to slip into a comfort zone and stop pay-
ing enough focused attention to retention. Let’s make sure that doesn’t 
happen. 

When you nurture your culture and your employees, you get the same 
results as when you nurture your garden—your people will grow and 
put down firm roots.

Working with all types of organizations over the last twenty-five 
years or so, I have concluded that employee engagement has been one 
of the most sought-after results senior executives want to increase in 
their companies, agencies, schools, and such. My clients know that en-
gaged employees are more productive and successful than disengaged 
employees, which in turn results in higher retention rates and a better 
bottom line. 

While turnover is a fact of life, and some turnover is healthy, losing 
your best employees is a crushing blow to any enterprise. Preventable 
reasons people leave play a big part in unwanted turnover of your best 
people. In an extensive and powerful employee study published in 
2019 by Work Institute, they provide the top ten reasons people are 
leaving their jobs. You can familiarize yourself with a treasure trove 
of workplace realities in their free downloadable report. One of the 
many findings is that a whopping 77 percent of the top ten reasons are 
voluntary and preventable turnover factors, as noted by a checkmark in 
the following list.1 

1. Career development ✓
2. Work environment ✓
3. Management behavior ✓
4. Job characteristics ✓
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5. Compensation and benefits ✓
6. Work-life balance ✓
7. Well-being ✓
8. Relocation
9. Retirement

10. Involuntary

I believe every one of these seven voluntary and preventable turnover 
factors has a strong connection to employee engagement in the work-
place. Five of the seven factors checked are obvious, but even discus-
sions about someone’s compensation and benefits require positive and 
productive employee and leader engagement. Every workplace needs 
some kind of an employee development system to make sure everything 
that can be done to retain top talent is being done. If you have a system 
in place that is working for you, great! You might want to compare and 
contrast yours with the system I’m providing here. If you have little or 
nothing in place, you’ll soon have what you need to get you well on 
your way.

EMPLOYEE DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM (EDS)

It turns out that employee engagement isn’t all that complicated, nor is 
it more time consuming if you are already an attentive leader, but it does 
require each leader’s direct and focused attention. Employee engage-
ment can be boiled down to these four essentials:

• An organization people are proud to work for
• Trustworthy leadership
• Positive and supportive work environment 
• Job and career satisfaction

An engaged workforce routinely produces these four results:

• Productive and financially healthy organizations
• High-performance teams and workforce
• Committed employees
• Satisfied and loyal stakeholders
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Who wouldn’t want all that? This chapter will introduce you to my 
Employee Development System (EDS), one I am certain you will read-
ily understand and can adapt as needed to suit your culture. It is laser 
focused on three of the employee engagement factors: trustworthy 
leadership, creating a positive and supportive work environment, and 
job and career satisfaction. Since I have no way of knowing whether 
your enterprise is one in which people feel proud to be working, we will 
focus on the other three employee engagement factors.

Let’s take a look at your new hire. This is a person you spent a lot 
of time, money, and effort acquiring and now spent even more time 
onboarding. A little later in this chapter, the focus will be on you, the 
leader. 

Your workplace may have a talent management system (TMS), hu-
man resource information system (HRIS), or other similar technology 
to keep track of employee demographics, skill sets, onboarding, training 
and development, milestones, productivity, and performance, among 
other things. These tools can be very useful in helping you manage a lot 
of information in one place. Everything we’re going to explore fits into 
any technology you may have and no technology if you don’t. 

EDS addresses engagement by creating a strong, open communica-
tion connection and relationship between the employee and the leader 
immediately, and by setting up each employee to succeed at the new job 
within a supportive work environment.

There are three things everyone, everywhere, needs to know about 
their job:

1. Expectations: What exactly is expected of me to be successful here, 
and what learning is expected and necessary to ensure success?

2. Measurement: What metrics are being used to measure my success, 
and how will I get feedback on my performance based on those 
metrics?

3. Acknowledgment of Performance: How will my performance be 
acknowledged—whether positive or negative?

For example, if you have a TMS or HRIS of some kind in your work-
place, expectations will slide neatly into a number of buckets: training 
and development, deadlines, and milestones, and such. Measurement 
matches up with things like goals setting, productivity metrics, and 
actual results. Acknowledgment of performance would be part of your 
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scheduled performance and compensation conversations, including 
achievements and milestones met or missed.

IMPLEMENTING EDS

The good news is this: you do not need specialized technology to imple-
ment my system for engaging and retaining great staff; you do need 
personal commitment, consistency, and rigor. Success for any EDS 
depends on the leader having the discipline to be laser focused on each 
part of the system at the right times. My EDS is simple, clear, and com-
prehensive, all of which you will now have at your fingertips. 

An overview graphic of the Employee Development System begins 
our journey (see figure 7.2). You’ll notice the arrows are moving clock-
wise around the circle. This is a dynamic versus linear process. At any 

Figure 7.2. Employee Development System
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point in time, you may decide to revisit original expectations, or the 
metrics for success, or how best to acknowledge performance based on 
any changes in expectations and/or measurements. More good news: 
everything about EDS can, and I hope will, be applied to everyone on 
your staff, not just your new hire.

Arguably, all of this is common sense. The fact that it makes sense, 
however, does not mean it is common practice. Engaging employees in 
the right ways can more readily become common practice when leaders 
have a blueprint to follow. Many of us know what works and doesn’t 
from our own experiences. My hope is that you will be able to close the 
cover of this book and feel confident that you have everything you need 
to institute an EDS in your own workplace that will increase retention 
and results for you and your staff. 

Let’s look at the EDS framework. We will begin at the beginning and 
roll it out one arrow at a time (see figures 7.3, 7.4, and 7.5).

Figure 7.3. Employee Development 
System: Expectations and Learning

Step 1: Define—Expectations and Learning

Staff member: Make sure you know what is expected of you to achieve 
success.

• Understand organizational and departmental mission, vision, and 
values.

• Fully understand your position description. 
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• Ask for explicit expectations of you in this role, including cultural 
expectations.

• Request educational opportunities to develop needed skills as ap-
propriate.

• Understand all the competencies you are expected to demonstrate.
• Ask for training and development you believe you need to be suc-

cessful.
• If in doubt, ask!

Leader: Ensure your staff members know exactly what is expected of 
them and create opportunities for them to develop themselves and their 
skills.

• Share your mission, vision, and values.
• Create a comprehensive position description.
• Clarify expectations and goals including cultural expectations.
• Create an Individual Development Plan (IDP).
• Work the Individual Development Plan (IDP) with your staff mem-

ber.

Step 2: Deliver—How Performance Will Be Measured  
and Shared

Staff Member: Make sure you know how you are doing. Ask for spe-
cific success metrics over which you have control. Keep your leader 
informed about progress on specific goals and ask for feedback.

Figure 7.4. Employee Develop-
ment System: Measurement and 
Feedback
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Leader: Make sure your staff members consistently know exactly how 
they are doing.

• Provide access to awareness and assessment tools used for develop-
mental purposes only—never for performance management.

• Provide clear department- and job-specific metrics the employee can 
control.

• Provide clear behavioral metrics the employee can control.
• Ask for customer, peer, team, direct report, and supervisor feedback 

as appropriate. 
• Give your staff member ongoing constructive feedback about both 

positive and negative behaviors and actions.
• Ask for constructive feedback about your supervision of your staff 

member.
• Ask your staff member how you can best support individual develop-

ment and success.
• Monitor progress on measurable goals within an IDP.

Figure 7.5. Employee Develop-
ment System: Acknowledging Per-
formance

Step 3: Debrief—Acknowledge the Impact of Performance

Staff member: Accept personal responsibility for meeting or exceed-
ing expectations and make sure you understand the consequences 
of exceeding, meeting, or not meeting the expectations for your 
position.
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Leader: Acknowledge the performance of your staff member, docu-
ment success and concerns, and follow thorough appropriately.

• Catch people doing things right!
• Provide at least an annual Personal Dialogue (PD) based on agreed 

upon clear expectations and metrics, with at least quarterly feedback 
discussions.

• Recognize and reward accomplishments.
• Follow through in a timely manner with the appropriate acknowledg-

ment.
• Engage with the staff member regularly and monitor progress. 
• Discuss and document performance highlights and/or concerns.
• Communicate with clarity the positive and/or negative consequences 

of performance.

For each of these steps, there are some helpful questions you can answer 
to get to ensure the EDS process is clear for you and your direct report.

Define—What Are the Expectations and Learning for Success?

Questions:

• Why is this work important? 
• Who is accountable for what and to whom?
• What are the expected results?
• When are results expected?
• What other information or additional resources or learning are re-

quired to be successful?

Assigning Work

• Set clear expectations and goals.
• Assign roles and provide appropriate resources and access.
• Reconcile priorities and priority conflicts.

Accepting Work

• Ask questions to ensure clarity.
• Commit to shared goals.
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Deliver—How Will Performance Be Measured and  
Feedback Shared?

Questions:

• How is success going to be measured?
• What are the checkpoints or milestones for progress?
• What are the quantitative measurements/metrics?
• What are the qualitative measurements/metrics?
• Are these metrics within the employee’s control?

Assigning Work

• Measure progress and results consistently.
• Provide support and maintain appropriate oversight.
• Expect and then recognize execution.

Accepting Work

• Care about results.
• Take ownership for behavior and results. 
• Ask for help and/or resources when needed.
• Ask questions to get clarity.

Debrief—What Is the Impact of This Person’s/Team’s Performance?

Questions:

• What is the actual impact, and what are the results?
• What are the consequences + or – to the individual or team?
• What are the results?
• What is the appropriate constructive feedback?
• How are the results tied to performance metrics and success?

Assigning Work

• Review results and provide constructive feedback.
• Tie results to performance.
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Accepting Work

• Take personal responsibility for behaviors, actions, and results within 
your control.

• Ask for feedback.
• Clarify any questions that arise.

EDS Implementation Actions

Depending on your internal structure, a Human Resources (HR) profes-
sional or someone from your Organizational Development Department 
may be able to help you work with leaders and departments to imple-
ment EDS in a customized way. There are some natural steps that, while 
fluid, should be internally consistent throughout departments and with 
leaders as they move through their own implementation process. You 
can use these action steps as a guide:

1. Define purpose and roles: for the senior leader, director, leadership 
group, implementation group, for example, and communicate these 
roles and the EDS process to all staff.

2. Assess: scope, barriers, definition of desired norms and gaps, op-
portunities, and possibilities of increased capacity. This is ongoing 
and not linear.

3. Readiness: of the leadership and all staff; create EDS learning ses-
sions and reality checks.

4. Customize: blend values—department and division (if needed), 
department-specific and job-specific competencies

5. Educate staff on EDS tools: provide ongoing constructive feedback, 
Personal Dialogue (PD) training, Individual Development Plans 
(IDPs), 360s, customer surveys, stakeholder metrics, and such.

6. Implement: pilot the EDS implementation, review the process, 
evaluate, and make necessary changes.

7. Ongoing integration: hire the right staff; acknowledge perfor-
mance; recognize and reward; conduct appropriate and timely dis-
cipline; plan for succession; introduce institutionalized communica-
tion structures; provide feedback, periodic measurements, reviews, 
and improvements; and look for continuous improvement in the 
process and outcomes.
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Once you have EDS in place, every participating department will 
have an EDS process appropriate for their employees. The outcome 
should be, at a minimum, that every employee will have a properly con-
ducted annual (minimum) Personal Dialogue—a two-way conversation 
focused on results, new and/or continued expectations, goals, career 
development, and values-based actions and behaviors that will lead to 
professional success.

Here’s an example of a company integrating organizational values as 
part of the performance process. Do you remember our Widget Com-
pany? We used the example of integrity as one of the core values this 
company wanted to instill and measure to ensure success. In customiz-
ing the Widget Company’s EDS, organizational values are defined and 
behaviors that demonstrate the company’s values are assessed as part of 
the Personal Dialogue process.

Example: Integrity: do the right thing, every single time, whether or 
not it is popular, profitable, convenient, comfortable, or known.

All Staff

• Listens to and acts upon constructive feedback about her/himself 
without trying to justify her/his behavior.

• Takes personal responsibility for her/his actions.
• Admits her/his own mistakes.
• Personal feelings and/or relationships do not interfere with doing the 

right thing.

For All Staff and Especially for Supervisors

• Follows through on commitments—can be depended upon.
• Effectively uses legitimate power/authority.
• Demonstrates professional attitudes and behaviors at work and with 

all staff.
• Regularly asks for constructive feedback.
• Holds self and all staff accountable for her/his performance.
• Is trusted to do the right thing.

You now have a framework to guide you as you implement EDS in 
your workplace and with each of your staff members. In the Resources 
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section for this chapter, there is a sample of an Individual Development 
Plan (IDP). The Personal Dialogue questions are also available in the 
Resources section for chapter 8. Once implemented and tested, you will 
have an honest, transparent, and well-understood process upon which 
you can objectively acknowledge performance. This results in a high 
level of engagement and accountability on your and your staff mem-
bers’ parts. It may help to ask yourself the following questions to ensure 
all the bases have been covered:

1. Have my direct report and I had an explicit conversation about ex-
pectations?

2. Did my direct report and I establish qualitative and quantitative mea-
surements/metrics to which we have mutually agreed and for which 
he/she is prepared to be accountable? 

3. How do I, as the leader, acknowledge the performance of this in-
dividual? 

4. Have I and other leaders kept our promises to this individual? 

Of course, you can, and I hope you will, ask the very same questions 
about your teams. It is consistent, easily understood, and reaps great 
benefits for your organization to use the same EDS process with all of 
your teams—what is expected of our team, how will we measure team 
success, and how will we acknowledge team performance? 

To increase your chances of retaining great staff, use the Leader’s 
Retention Checklist. 

Leader’s Retention Checklist

 ✓ Effectively utilize the hiring right process to recruit and hire only 
those people who share your organizational values and demonstrate 
the A–H factors.

 ✓ Mindfully onboard new staff over many months and continuously 
engage current staff.

 ✓ Explicitly establish job expectations with specific measurements/
metrics for each staff member’s performance and reward and hold 
people accountable by acknowledging performance. 

 ✓ Ensure each staff member fully participates in the EDS.
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 ✓ Conduct annual Personal Dialogues and provide regular ongoing 
feedback. 

 ✓ Create a transparent and trusting atmosphere, free of fear. 
 ✓ Own the culture and morale of your group.
 ✓ Share your vision.
 ✓ Pull rather than push change by fostering engagement; encourage an 
agile response to change and utilize a transparent change process. 

 ✓ Empower staff to take well-reasoned risks and create opportunities 
to learn and grow. 

 ✓ Communicate decision-making protocols for each decision affecting 
staff.

 ✓ The buck stops with you; take responsibility for your group’s out-
comes. 

 ✓ Build, model, encourage, and reward teamwork and collaboration.
 ✓ Reward what you want; do not reward or ignore what you do not 
want.

 ✓ Design every meeting for maximum staff engagement and effective-
ness.

 ✓ Model an integrated work and personal life.

If you would like to measure your employees’ engagement levels, I 
have provided a sample survey in the Resources section for this chapter 
that you may use as is or modify to suit your culture and circumstances. 
Another option is to purchase one from the marketplace such as the Gal-
lup Q12 Employee Engagement Survey.2 Thoughtfully create employee 
engagement questions that matter to you and your organization using 
examples I’ve provided to get you started. Again, when you ask people 
what they think and feel, you must respond in some way. If you are not 
prepared to act, don’t ask until you are.

When a rigorous EDS is embedded in your culture, and when in-
dividual and team accountability is the norm, you will see trust grow 
exponentially, people will be highly engaged, great morale will be 
evident, and finally, high-performing individuals and teams will be the 
result. It makes perfect sense, doesn’t it? 

I know you are busy and have a lot on your plate, so let me reassure 
you, embedding EDS in your culture is not hard nor is it more time 
consuming than what you are doing already. I am positive you are 
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having conversations, and you are checking on the progress of your 
staff members’ work. This is time you currently allocate to one degree 
or another. If you are not having those conversations or checking on 
progress, this will be more work, but it is important work that will save 
you a huge amount of time and pain in replacing employees whom you 
can ill afford to lose. 

It’s how you choose to have those conversations and check on your 
employees’ progress that matters most. EDS is simply a framework 
to help you have those highly productive conversations that will get 
you the results you want and get them faster, better, and cheaper. If 
I could, I’d stand atop the highest mountain in the land with a huge 
megaphone and I’d be saying, “Success is all about the quality of our 
relationships.” 

You may remember I’m a big proponent of prevention. Creating 
great outcomes and preventing bad ones is what EDS is all about. I re-
ally cannot stress this enough. Having an EDS helps you build strong 
relationships with your staff members in clear, honest, transparent, 
engaging, and productive ways. It sure beats having to devote your 
precious time to the pain and cost of dismissing someone because you 
didn’t see or acknowledge soon enough that they didn’t know or under-
stand, weren’t able, or didn’t want to get it right, for way too long. On 
the flip side, when someone is getting it right and you miss it or do not 
acknowledge it enough, you may lose that high-performing employee 
due to neglect and suffer a different, but still painful, costly, and time-
consuming outcome.

This is a good time to transition into our last topic of this chapter, 
recognition, something that everyone needs to feel good about work and 
life, and something too few people receive often enough.

RECOGNITION

One of the most powerful retention tools you can have in your toolbox 
is to have a culture that proactively values recognition. Here I am de-
fining recognition as the simple act of acknowledging, approving, or 
appreciating a behavior, action, service, or attitude. Anytime you treat 
someone like a worthwhile human being can be considered recognition. 
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You can give recognition to anyone, anytime—a staff member, 
leader, colleague, customer, family member, or friend. To raise our 
awareness, we’ll begin with these questions:

• About you: When was the last time you felt appreciated at work or at 
home the way you wanted to be recognized? What happened? How 
was the recognition and appreciation demonstrated to you? How did 
it make you feel—about work or your life? How did you feel about 
the person giving you the recognition?

• About others: When was the last time you recognized someone at 
work or at home the way they wanted to be recognized? What hap-
pened? How did you show your appreciation and give the recogni-
tion? How did the person react? How did it make you feel? 

There are some facts, barriers, and principles that we can take into ac-
count. I invite you to look at six of each from my experience in giving 
and receiving recognition.

Six Recognition Facts

1. Recognition builds trust and morale.
2. Recognition is an investment in your most valuable resource and 

improves engagement, performance, and retention. 
3. People need to be appreciated to feel positive about their jobs.
4. It is everyone’s responsibility (especially the leader’s) to recognize 

good things in coworkers.
5. One size does not fit all; people are motivated differently at differ-

ent times.
6. Managers think they give it 90 percent of the time, but employees 

think they get it 10 percent of the time.

Six Barriers to Giving Recognition

People may think the following:

1. It takes too much time, so during an annual review is enough.
2. It costs money.
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3. It will make staff “soft.”
4. It is only appropriate for superstars and highly extraordinary results.
5. It is understood and doesn’t need to be openly stated or demonstrated.
6. I’ve not received it much myself so I don’t know how to give it.

Six Principles for Giving Recognition Well

1. Be specific: what did they do exactly?
2. Be timely: recognize good performance soon after they did it.
3. Be sincere: give recognition from the heart and use “I statements.”
4. Be personal: recognition should meet the needs of the receiver not 

the giver.
5. Be proportional: recognition should match what they did.
6. Be regular: recognition should be often enough that it is not a 

foreign concept.

The manner of giving is worth as much or more than the gift. All it 
takes is your heart being open and your attention. Know your people as 
you decide how best to recognize them and their work. Here are some 
low- and no-cost ways for you to express recognition and appreciation. 

Recognition and Appreciation Options That  
Cost Little or Nothing

• Always say hello and goodbye.
• Let people know why what they are doing is important and meaning-

ful to you and others.
• Offer a simple and heartfelt thank-you and be specific about what 

that means. 
• Go to the staff member’s workspace with only one objective: to thank 

them personally.
• Have coffee/lunch with people you don’t always see to ask them 

about their work and ideas.
• Give credit where credit is due to the right person/s. 
• Send personal, handwritten notes expressing appreciation for a job 

well done.
• Delegate things you like to do. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



136 Hire Right, Fire Right

• Ask staff what recognition they appreciate; don’t assume.
• Offer workshops for growth and development in an area that interests 

the employee.
• Mention achievements in in-house newsletters.
• Call them on their birthday and/or work anniversary.
• Create symbols of teamwork like T-shirts, mugs, pins, and posters.
• Welcome people back from happy and sad events, vacation, illness, 

and such. 
• Include celebrations and appreciation in meeting agendas.

When thinking about giving and receiving recognition, I hope it is easy 
to see how simple it can be and how good it feels to both give and to 
receive. You might ask yourself, “What can I do right now, or tomor-
row, to improve the recognition and appreciation seen, heard, and felt 
by people close to me at work and at home?”

Here’s a handy little way to jump-start your thinking: Take a few 
minutes to think of at least one person whom you want to recognize. 

• Who is this person (at work or at home)?
• What is this person’s professional or personal contribution? What 

specifically did they do/say that you want to recognize?
• What is the performance result or the positive impact of what they 

did or said?
• What kind of recognition would this person appreciate? 

It’s so easy, and you will be rewarded for your efforts by the loyalty 
of your staff as long as you pay attention to the six principles of giving 
recognition well. This can also result in making any staff member feel 
better about themselves and their work; your recognition alone could 
lead to your staff’s increased productivity. After all, anyone who is still 
working for you must be doing something right, right? Find out what 
that right thing is and delight them with your praise. 

This is why I believe “nurture right” is your ticket to high retention. 
It isn’t “coddle right” or “hope right” or anything else. If you recall my 
garden metaphor, it’s about planting the right plant in the right soil, with 
the right amount of sunshine and nourishment, and then checking in 
regularly to make sure it’s doing what it’s meant to do and getting what 
it needs to flourish. It’s simple, really. People need nourishment, too.
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Chapter 8, “Where Do We Go from Here?” takes us deeper into 
developing your high-potential employees and preparing them for the 
future. We’ll take a close look into those important performance con-
versations and explore succession planning because . . . the relationship 
matters and no one stays forever!
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Figure 8.1. Retention Map: Where Do We Go from Here?

Chapter Eight

Where Do We Go from Here?
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Good is the enemy of Great.

—Voltaire

At most companies, average performers get an average pay rise. At 
Netflix, they get a generous severance package.

—Reed Hastings, Netflix CEO

We’ve arrived at step 3 on our Retention Map (see figure 8.1). In step 
2, I mentioned the Personal Dialogue (PD) in rolling out your Employee 
Development System (EDS). Now it’s time to get more familiar with 
this tool and increase the chances your best people will want to stay.

If you want to be the best, you have to hire the best, reward the best, 
and either grow or remove the rest. That just about sums up the quote 
for this chapter. Netflix’s Chief Talent Officer, Patty McCord, said, 
“The best thing you can do for employees—a perk better than foosball 
or free sushi—is hire only A players to work alongside them. Excellent 
colleagues trump everything else.”1

We covered hiring A players in the first section of this book. Now 
it’s time to take a deeper dive with the goal of retaining your A players 
and having them continue to be A players. While everyone is not and 
cannot be a superstar who discovers a brilliant new product, process, 
or service, I am sure you want people on your team who are giving it 
their all, believe in the work they are doing, and want to increase their 
knowledge and skills. It really doesn’t matter if those employees are 
working the counter at a fast food franchise, inventing a new device, or 
looking for a cure for cancer. Your success depends on their success—
it’s that simple.

The question for you to consider is this: “Am I willing to settle for an 
‘average’ level of performance on my team, or do I want more?” You 
need to know exactly what success means to you and then set yourself 
and your people up to achieve it.

Shawn Murphy, CEO of WorqIQ, wrote an unflattering article about 
the traditional way so many organizations deal with performance called, 
“The Annual Performance Review Is Insulting, Ineffective, and Out-
dated. Let It Die.” He says, “According to Society for Human Resource 
Management, 95% of employees are dissatisfied with their company’s 
appraisal process. What’s more, 90% don’t believe the process provides 
accurate information.”2
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In a Forbes article headlined “Let’s Kill Performance Reviews in 
2015,” former Fortune 500 Senior Vice President of Human Resources 
Liz Ryan said, “Performance reviews are the second-worst process in 
organizations. They are not quite as destructive, expensive and talent 
repelling as our broken recruiting systems are, but they come close. 
Every year we shut down our businesses for a month to fill out perfor-
mance review forms. What a tragic waste! Managers hate them, and so 
do employees. If we want to save millions of dollars in expensive staff 
time and focus, we can do away with individual performance reviews 
altogether.”3

If you think a traditional performance evaluation or review is needed, 
you are not alone, and you may be suffering from years of bad advice, 
training, and entrenched organizational habit. Leaders have had it 
hammered into them that these annual evaluations are needed to docu-
ment problems with performance, particularly if someday you have to 
fire someone. The problem with that logic is it can be too late for an 
employee to make corrections, and it’s very unfair and ineffective for  
the employee to wait until a performance review to know how they are 
doing. I’ve had leaders come to my office and say they need my sup-
port to fire someone for cause, but nothing in that person’s “personnel 
file” indicates a problem at all, often quite the opposite is true. It’s a 
chronic problem when supervisors don’t like to and/or don’t know how 
to deliver bad news. They’ll eventually have no choice, and things can 
go downhill fast. This is the stuff grievances, arbitrations, and lawsuits 
are made of and, all too often, lost by management. So, having a perfor-
mance evaluation isn’t a panacea at all. In fact, I’ll go so far as to say 
it’s like using a broken crutch for a broken leg.

We’re all very familiar with this old way of doing things both on 
the receiving and giving end of things; I did it, you did it, we all did it. 
Today, many Human Resources (HR) professionals agree the typical 
annual performance evaluation is a badly flawed and antiquated system 
that may or may not have been useful for a different time and a differ-
ent workforce. We need something far more effective because the old 
way is not going to help you retain your best talent, and therefore it is a 
waste of your time and money. There’s a better way to lead your talent.

Consider this scenario: you hired the very best candidate in your search 
and told her how excited you were to have her join your team. Then, a 
year later, you tell her that as much as you appreciate her work, relative 
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to her peers, she is now only average on the company’s rating scale of 1 
to 4 simply because that’s the only metric you have to work with. You’ve 
now pitted her against other members of her team and put her right back 
in high school and given her a mediocre grade. If that doesn’t crush mo-
tivation and create dysfunctional behavior, what would?

Rankings are often over focused on looking backward. Ranking en-
courages employees to try to look good for their boss, especially in the 
weeks prior to the evaluation, instead of moving forward and asking 
how they can get even better. It can also lower risk taking, truth telling, 
and discourage “stretch goals” when employees are concerned about 
reaching “too high” and landing less than an A grade from the boss.

It is the conversation between the leader and direct reports that mat-
ters, not a policy, process, or ranking system. When that conversation 
feels like a once-a-year visit to the principal’s office, it ceases to be ef-
fective or meaningful. In fact, it is often antithetical to your goals. This 
is a big clash between your intent and your impact. 

We all know, through experience, that no matter how many good 
things are said in a traditional performance evaluation, it often feels like 
a report card, and just like a report card, it’s the less-than-good news 
people remember, no matter what else is said. It’s the big “but” that 
employees hear, and little else. The impact is worse when the employee 
is surprised by bad or even less-than-great news. In fact, it’s not unusual 
to see voluntary turnover rise after annual review time. 

Remember, we are talking about retention of our best people, so let’s 
not shove them out the door as a result of hanging on to a bad system 
or trying to make a bad process less bad. Let’s, instead, manage our 
talent with care. Let’s nurture them so they grow into what we believe 
they can become.

One of my former clients is an employee-owned, successful, mid-
sized private company. They do two things to acknowledge perfor-
mance—they reward people on their personal performance and on the 
company’s overall annual performance. Everyone wins when the com-
pany wins because they all own a part of the pie. But still, they use a 
ranking system that has too much riding on an annual review, and those 
rankings are at the mercy of each leader’s ranking philosophy: some are 
high graders, and some are not. They do ask for multiple feedback data 
points and pay attention to performance against expected competen-
cies, business results, and behavioral results. In the world of traditional 
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performance evaluations, they cover a lot of bases, even using a robust 
talent management system to keep track of employee progress and 
potential. As innovative and creative as they are in many other ways, 
in today’s world, they are still lagging behind when it comes to talent 
management because too much of their reward system is dependent on 
the supervisor’s subjective and potentially biased annual ranking. 

If we go back to our Netflix example for a moment, they say they 
don’t measure performance, but of course they do, just not in the tra-
ditional way. They don’t have individual performance reviews or per-
formance improvement plans. Netflix calls itself a high-performance 
culture because, as you can tell by Reed Hastings’s quote, everyone is 
expected to be a great performer, period. There are metrics, and overall 
performance is evaluated, but it is tied to market value and company 
performance rather than individual performance. They have a relatively 
flat hierarchy and don’t believe in promotions that are based on indi-
vidual employee performance. More recently, they limit their conversa-
tions to focus on just “start, stop, continue” feedback. Since they also 
need to fire people, Netflix is, of course, having conversations with 
people about their individual performance. Yes, it is radical in the world 
of HR, and it’s been working for them for a long time.4

I offer this example to help us shake off some of the old beliefs of, 
and chronic resistance to, changing the way we have operated for so 
long. I do believe in having one-on-one conversations with individuals, 
and I’m going to invite you to try my system for creating highly produc-
tive and important conversations. 

The idea of throwing out your old performance evaluation process 
and replacing it with something that isn’t as formalized, restricted, or 
rank based can be scary and a big mind-set shift. That is why we need 
to have something to replace those traditional and tired processes with 
something you can feel good about. Before we go there, I’d like to tell 
you a story.

When I was teaching in the Industrial and Labor Relations School at 
Cornell University, I needed to give students a letter grade for my four-
credit course. Grades are a really big deal for these highly competitive 
students. It’s a deeply embedded ranking system in most colleges and 
universities, and, good or bad, it is the system that got them into college 
in the first place. And finally, it is what will afford them a degree if they 
succeed within that ranking system. 
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My way of turning the system on its head was to give every student 
an A at the start of the semester. I said I was certain they were all per-
fectly capable of being A students in my class. There were no exams. 
Their challenge, I said, was to keep their As by doing excellent work in 
the four areas that would be graded: team effectiveness, an individual 
journal, a team project with a paper, and a team presentation. Notice, 
only one of the areas is an individual effort. I did this on purpose be-
cause the course was all about leadership, teams, and organizational 
culture. My students were randomly assigned to teams of five to six 
students for the entire semester—just like it happens in the real world. 
They were fully aware that they would have to swim or sink together. 
After learning about my expectations and reviewing our full curricu-
lum, students had the option of dropping the class within two weeks 
with no penalty. 

As I was giving out big blue A stickers, many of the students thought 
it was a hokey joke. A month into the semester, students began taking 
their big blue As seriously. If anyone on the team wasn’t pulling their 
weight, they asked to have a team coaching session with me to help get 
them back on track. Most of the time, team coaching worked out well. 
It wasn’t successful when one individual was not willing to collabo-
rate and only wanted to be graded on personal results. That, of course, 
wasn’t the student’s job in this class, and it wasn’t possible; there were 
too many moving parts, and there was far too much work for anyone 
to do everything on their own. I had performance conversations with 
recalcitrant students, and their grade reflected how well, or not, they 
met our agreed upon expectations.

My point in telling you this story is: Reward what you want; stop 
rewarding what you do not want. I wanted the students to keep their 
As, learn about creating a healthy team culture, learn how to recognize 
their own stages of team development, and learn how to identify the 
work culture they were creating inside and outside of class. I rewarded 
them when they did great work, and while I encouraged, coached, and 
advised, I did not reward them when they didn’t do great work. 

During the entire course, each student received feedback from the 
class, their team, and me, so there really could not be any surprises. I 
was fully accessible to them by phone and e-mail, as well as after class 
and during office hours. Every student had all the resources needed 
to keep or, through extra credit work, increase that highly coveted A 
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grade. It was up to each student to choose how to utilize the available 
resources and deliver A-level results. 

The best students really got it and told me it was one of the most 
powerful life and work lessons they had ever experienced. The poor-
est students complained that they would rather have had an exam, 
shouldn’t be expected to depend on others for their grade, blah, blah, 
blah. My answer to that was simple: “You knew the job description for 
this class; together we created and you signed on to clear expectations; 
you accepted by staying in the class when you could have dropped it; 
you knew the metrics for success and had all the same resources as 
every other student. Now you must own the choices you made.” I also 
reminded them that this class was simply a microcosm of real life and 
real work. 

Every semester a handful of students were upset by the results of 
their choices; they had fooled themselves into believing my course was 
going to be an easy four-credit A. The rest of the class, year after year, 
walked away with a deep appreciation for the lessons they learned about 
themselves and about how a high-functioning team and culture can cre-
ate outstanding work. 

IT’S ABOUT THE CONVERSATION

In chapter 7, I introduced the Employee Development System (EDS) 
framework. Within EDS, we explored setting clear expectations, then 
using measurement and feedback, and acknowledging performance. 
People want and need to know if they are meeting or exceeding those 
expectations, and one way or another, they need to know what will hap-
pen based on their performance results. In my experience, powerful dia-
logues and conversations about EDS are not viewed as a performance 
review or an evaluation. They are viewed as a way to build relation-
ships, clarify ongoing expectations, consider appropriate metrics, and 
acknowledge the work the employee has achieved and, if appropriate, 
the work that was not achieved, while fully exploring current reality and 
looking to a future that both parties want to create together.

Let’s begin by trusting those terrific people we’ve so thoughtfully 
chosen and who agreed to come onboard to work with us. They are 
adults and should be treated as such. Instead of dreading the “annual 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



146 Hire Right, Fire Right

review” conversation, imagine how it might feel to have a conversation 
you both are looking forward to. Think about how much stress could 
be removed from you and your employees’ lives with your combined 
energies focused in engaging and positive ways that add real value. 
Nice thought, isn’t it?

We want to keep our A employees in high-performance mode, and 
we want to move our B and C players up to As if we and they can. If 
not, we have tougher decisions to make; we’ll talk about that in section 
C, “Closure = Fire Right.” 

Routine check-ins and candid conversations with employees are es-
sential. Waiting until there is a problem or hoping a problem will go 
away by itself, or fixed by a performance improvement plan is a near 
guarantee you will lose money and people. The real question is not if 
you have ongoing conversations, but how and when you will have them.

The system I am inviting you to try has been a welcome change and 
worked well for thousands of employees in both for-profit businesses 
and nonprofit organizations. I recommend you give it at least two an-
nual cycles to normalize within your culture before passing judgment. 
For instance, when we began using the Personal Dialogue (PD) at 
Cornell University with bargaining unit employees, there was a lot of 
pushback from the supervisors—but interestingly, not the union. Union 
wages are determined by contract, so our busy supervisors saw these 
conversations as a pointless waste of time. In fact, they didn’t want to 
do any kind of performance conversation unless, of course, there were 
problems! We made it happen anyway. 

THE PERSONAL DIALOGUE (PD)

After two years of enforcing our requirement to have Personal Dia-
logues, our employees began looking forward to them, even asking 
when they were going to happen. Our supervisors, who had, at first, 
been highly resistant, had a change of heart. Once they were all trained 
in how to have these conversations, they could see the great value in it 
for them. The main reason behind this attitude shift was the measurable 
increase in trust these conversations generated between the supervisor 
and the union member. We also enforced our policy after supervi-
sors were trained at year 2. Any supervisor who did not complete this 
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process would not receive a pay raise until it was complete. We fol-
lowed up with employee climate checks to evaluate the quality of the 
conversations they were having and the impact on productivity and mo-
rale. The Personal Dialogue became a solid cornerstone of the cultural 
sea change within our division!

Let’s cut to the chase. A Personal Dialogue is not a Performance 
Evaluation. It is a powerful conversation between the supervisor and 
the employee that happens at least once a year and is followed up by at 
least quarterly check-ins. It uses the EDS as its foundation and looks at 
both the past year and forward to the next. When you see the ten ques-
tions, I think you will be able to identify the clear connection to EDS’s 
expectations, measurement, and acknowledgment of performance and 
I’d like you to notice the shift in emphasis that takes place.

It’s important to have a methodology in place that everyone under-
stands and agrees to follow. Both givers and receivers need to learn 
how the Personal Dialogue works and understand each person’s role 
and responsibility. 

Personal Dialogues should be scheduled at a mutually convenient 
time for both parties with plenty of time—at least a week—for employ-
ees and their supervisors to have enough time to review and consider 
the questions thoroughly.

A place should be designated that is agreeable to both parties. My 
first preference was to leave the location decision up to the employee 
if at all possible. It might be their workspace, if private, or out of the 
office entirely, such as over an extended lunch. I’ve had these conversa-
tions in my office, in their office, in a park, on a boat, at a restaurant, 
and even in a botanical garden.

We both brought our answers to the ten questions to the session and 
take as long as we need to have our conversation. I often spent more 
than an hour preparing my answers because I had two years at least to 
consider—one past and one ahead. This may shock you . . . all my Per-
sonal Dialogue took at least two hours and often as many as four hours. 
I blocked off a half day just in case we needed it. 

“That’s crazy!” you might throw up your arms and say. “Why would 
I do that?” you might ask. “I don’t have time to spend up to a half day 
with every one of my direct reports,” might be your response. How 
about we look at this from another perspective—what if you don’t spend 
that time with your employees?
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I’m going to assume you are having some kind of performance 
conversation anyway, and that’s likely to mean at least a couple hours 
of preparation and meeting time. The Personal Dialogue process may 
require more face-to-face time, but it isn’t intended to make more work 
for you; it’s intended to make the work you already do far more produc-
tive and help you retain your best employees.

Let’s say you have ten direct reports, my recommended maximum 
per leader. If you take the maximum of four hours for each person, that 
equates to five days, or one week, out of your year. Sounds like a lot, 
doesn’t it? Well, consider this—how much time and money did you 
spend recruiting these ten people and onboarding them? Or if they’ve 
been there awhile, how much time and money will it cost you to replace 
even one of them if they leave because they aren’t happy in the job, 
aren’t feeling valued or recognized, aren’t challenged or engaged, or 
are underperforming? 

The statistics about today’s employees are beyond alarming. In one 
Forbes article, David Sturt and Todd Nordstrom compiled a list of ten 
workplace statistics that will likely blow your mind. Here are some of 
them: The Gallup organization tells us that nearly 70 percent of em-
ployees are disengaged. A recent Career Builder study shows that 58 
percent of managers have received no management training, instead 
being promoted because they were good at what they did as individual 
contributors. Only 12 percent of employees leave for better pay versus 
the 89 percent of managers who think that’s why employees leave. And 
how about this—a Harvard Business Review survey said that 58 percent 
of people trust strangers more than their own boss! And finally, recog-
nition was the one thing employees say would inspire them to produce 
great work.5

Your time invested in high-quality Personal Dialogues is like buying 
retention insurance. It can and should build trust and help employees 
feel valued by you. There are no guarantees it will keep your best peo-
ple working for you, but without investing in those relationships, your 
retention odds are going to be much worse—and that is guaranteed! The 
high-quality time you spend building relationships in these conversa-
tions with your direct reports provides the space to go beyond checking 
off boxes and having a superficial, “have to do” meeting. Your staff will 
treasure this time with you long after the conversation has concluded.
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Stephen Covey famously said, “The main thing is to keep the main 
thing the main thing.”6 To up our game with retention, the main thing is 
the relationship. The relationships you pay the most attention to in your 
life and in your work are the ones that will be the most satisfying and 
successful. Being an effective leader means you must want to invest in 
your people and to spend quality time coaching and developing them. 
That means having important conversations.

I agree that traditional performance evaluations are a huge waste 
of time and resources and often have counterproductive and costly 
results. 

The Personal Dialogue is not that! 
There are three perspectives—not just one or two: (1) the employee’s 

perspective; (2) the employee’s beliefs about the supervisor’s perspec-
tive; and (3) the supervisor’s perspective. The second perspective can 
be a game changer in a Personal Dialogue. It’s insightful to see how 
accurate or inaccurate the employee’s “reading” is of their supervisor. 
Individually, the supervisor and the direct report write down the an-
swers to the questions prior to meeting where they will discuss their re-
spective answers. They both get valuable information about how much 
they are or are not on the same page and can course correct on the spot. 
Once you’ve checked in with each other, ordered lunch or whatever, the 
Personal Dialogue can get under way. 

The process for each question goes like this:

a. The supervisor asks for the employee’s thoughts and listens care-
fully to the answers without interruption and asks for clarification 
where needed.

b. The supervisor asks how the employee thinks he/she will answer, 
again, without interruption, and asks for clarification where needed.

c. The two parties discuss a and b. 
d. The supervisor then shares her/his thoughts without interruption, and 

the employee asks for clarification where needed.
e. The two parties discuss where they are the same and where they 

differ. It is not unusual for an employee to have a different view 
from the supervisor about strengths and areas for improvement. 
Employees can underestimate their accomplishments and be overly 
self-critical—and vice versa.
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f. Post meeting, the supervisor and the employee share their final notes 
with each other, or combine them, so they have the same record of 
their conversation—including where they agreed and disagreed.

g. If required, both sign a form for the official “personnel file” that 
simply says they had the conversation and when, but notes of their 
meeting do not get filed centrally.

The PD has a big payoff for both parties. It creates the opportunity for 
the employee to be heard first and for the employee to share perceptions 
about the supervisor’s views. When the supervisor shares his/her views, 
they can then compare similarities and/or differences of their percep-
tions for each question and of each other. This prevents a one-sided 
monologue and employees trying to say what they think the supervisor 
wants to hear; instead, it opens up new topics to explore and keeps as-
sumptions in check. Applying rigor to this conversation creates greater 
trust and understanding, which is a key ingredient to greater retention.

THE PERSONAL DIALOGUE:  
THE TEN QUESTIONS

Part 1

1. Please note three to five things you have done especially well in your 
job in the past year.

2. How did you measure your own performance this year, and what 
were the results?

3. Please note three to five things you would like to have accom-
plished but didn’t. Why? Are any of these a priority for the coming 
year?

4. What have you liked most about working here this year?
5. What have you liked least about working here this year? 

Part 2

6. What goals and projects are most important to you in the year ahead? 
How will you know you’ve been successful? Are there any factors—
personal, supervisory, or organizational—that might block you from 
accomplishing your goals?
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7. What skills, education, experiences, or assistance (including from 
your supervisor) do you think would help you accomplish your 
goals and increase your job satisfaction?  

8. What behaviors of yours help you in your interactions with others? 
What behaviors of yours get in your way in your interactions with 
others? Please give specific examples of each.

9. Who are you developing to succeed you in your position, and what 
is your succession plan?

10. What has gone well, and what needs to be improved in your re-
lationship with your supervisor? Please be as specific as you can.

At the close of the ten questions, I like to ask my direct reports if 
there is a question or a topic we have not covered that they would like 
to discuss. Usually, the ten questions produce lots of content and cover 
most, if not all, of what is on the employee’s mind. There have been 
times, though, when one of my staff has said they didn’t really tell me 
the whole story about something and want to do that, or one of the ques-
tions made them think of something they hadn’t considered before. The 
point is, be ready to offer, “Is there more?” to the conversation. More 
often, staff members have told me that they couldn’t imagine a more 
in-depth conversation and felt it was a perfect time to bring it to closure. 
In every case, we thank each other for the time and thought we’ve both 
put into our relationship and the PD.

Pitfall: It is tempting to rush through this process, particularly in places 
where you agree with each other. In doing so, you can miss the oppor-
tunity to be specific and dive deeper into the topic whether it is about 
what’s working well or not working well.

Solution: Use excellent and deep listening skills. Get clarification, 
summarize what you’ve heard, and ask if there is more. Expand and 
deepen your responses wherever you can to provide great examples 
of this person’s impact, behaviors that matter, and nuances about your 
relationship. Take your time and be mindful that everything you say and 
do will be absorbed by your staff member.

When preparing for the PD, I make sure that everything I want to dis-
cuss falls within one of the ten questions. Of course, you can adapt these 
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to suit your culture and needs, but I caution you not to stray too far from 
this format if your goal is to have a dialogue instead of an evaluation. 
The opportunity for a rich and meaningful discussion comes from years 
of experimenting to arrive at the ten questions I’m inviting you to use. 

You’ll notice that while performance is discussed, it is in the context 
of the employee’s overall experience in the job. It provides a way for 
the supervisor to demonstrate respect, honors the employee’s dignity, 
and recognizes the employee’s shared professional partnership by delv-
ing into their job, achievements, hopes, disappointments, goals, and 
needs. Together they create ongoing expectations and metrics for the 
future. It also gives the supervisor ample opportunity to recognize the 
employee. 

This process can be used with any employee, unionized or not, non-
exempt or exempt, frontline staff, managers, or senior staff—everyone. 
The wording may be adjusted where appropriate for the employees, 
but the intent of each question is kept true. We want to know what 
the employee thinks about their performance, what’s working and not 
working for them, what goals they have, and what they need from their 
supervisor.

It is true that not all employees want to grow into something else or 
learn new skills. Some folks are really happy being excellent at what 
they do and want to keep doing it. If so, it is important for a leader to 
know and understand and continue to support high-performance em-
ployees where they are as long as the job doesn’t outgrow them. 

For instance, let’s look at two outstanding finance managers: one 
who loves the details, balancing books, and keeping everything running 
smoothly, and another who is fascinated by the bigger picture, trends, 
and strategies. The first manager may be content with continuing to be 
an excellent gatekeeper in her area of expertise. The second manager 
may long for more development and influence over decisions that im-
pact the entire organization. The leader of these two people needs to 
understand each employee and recognize them for what they each do 
well. However, if the first manager’s job needs to get bigger or more 
complex, requiring significant skill upgrades, she may or may not still 
be suited for or want the job of the future. The PD, when done well, 
unearths these truths so both parties can move forward with a full un-
derstanding of what’s important and possible for both the employee and 
the organization.
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We’ll cover how to manage performance issues in real time and in 
much more detail when we get to section C, “Closure = Fire Right.” 
What is inexcusable is to have that information conveyed to an em-
ployee for the first time as a “gotcha” in the Personal Dialogue.

We’ve onboarded your great hire; we’ve put the Employee Develop-
ment System into place; and now we’ve had some time to see your great 
hire in action and experienced a powerful Personal Dialogue. In chapter 
9, “Growing Your People,” we will complete our Retention Map by 
exploring the benefits of coaching, mentoring, and succession planning. 
So let’s get going!

Pitfall: There should be no nasty surprises in the Personal Dialogue 
(PD).

Solution: Performance issues that have arisen over the past year should 
have been dealt with in other conversations and either a plan is in place 
or the issue has been resolved. While some reference to a past perfor-
mance issue is bound to arise, the PD is not the place to belabor them.
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Figure 9.1. Retention Map: Growing Your People

Chapter Nine

Growing Your People
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If there is anything I would like to be remembered for it is that I 
helped people understand that leadership is helping other people 
grow and succeed. To repeat myself, leadership is not just about 
you. It’s about them.

—Jack Welch

A mentor is someone who allows you to see the hope inside yourself.

—Oprah Winfrey

A leader’s lasting value is measured by succession.

—John Maxwell

In step 4, the final step of our Retention Map (see figure 9.1), we will be 
focused on you. As a leader, you have the opportunity and, arguably, the 
responsibility to provide coaching and mentoring to help your people 
grow into roles they and your organization value. You may take on one 
of those roles, or you may offer to engage a professional coach, or help 
your direct report find a mentor to help guide that individual. You also 
have the responsibility of preventing gaping holes in your talent pool 
that adversely affect your business; and that means acknowledging that 
no one stays forever, including you.

First, let’s look at the generic meaning and function of both the coach 
and the mentor. 

COACHING AND MENTORING

Coaching and mentoring are terms that are often used interchangeably 
even though there are significant differences. It’s important to identify 
which role will fit the need at hand. There is no point in providing your 
employee with a coach when they need a mentor or vice versa. In the 
workplace, the term coach has a vastly different meaning than what we 
see in the world of sports where most of us first heard the term coach 
at school. 

Definition of a Coach: A coach offers a partnering relationship to 
the coachee to help the individual become who they want to become 
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and achieve a desired outcome. It is a creative process that empowers 
and inspires the coachee to make choices and take action that will serve 
the coachee’s goal. The coach does not give advice but, instead, asks 
powerful questions, makes observations, and offers assessments to help 
unlock and amplify the coachee’s awareness and commitment.

The word mentor is derived from the proper name Mentor, a charac-
ter found in Homer’s epic poem, The Odyssey, and has come to mean 
someone who teaches or gives help and advice to a less experienced 
and often younger person. Mentor was a trusted friend of Odysseus and 
advised his son with the objective of preparing him to take on important 
responsibilities during his father’s absence. 

Definition of a Mentor: A mentor is an experienced and trusted 
advisor whose only goal in the mentoring relationship is to support the 
professional and personal development of their mentee. The mentor 
is usually more senior and/or more experienced than the mentee and 
serves as an advisor, model, counselor, and guide to someone with less 
experience. The mentor is responsible for sharing knowledge and pro-
viding advice and counsel to the mentee. 

I have had the good fortune of having informal mentors for over the 
past twenty years by simply asking that person to mentor/advise me, 
when there was no structured program in my workplace. Mentoring is a 
long-term relationship based on mutual trust, respect, and commitment. 
The relationship should have clear, mutual expectations, but it is gen-
erally less structured and has less frequent interactions than coaching. 
While some organizations offer in-house mentoring programs, some-
times as a follow-on to a leadership program, it is just as common for 
mentees to have mentors outside their organization. When it is a part of 
an internal development program, I recommend creating a clear process 
that spells out the expectations and responsibilities of both parties. I’ve 
included a list of considerations and benefits in the Resources section 
for this chapter. 

Coaching also requires mutual trust, respect, commitment, and clear 
expectations, but it often spans a shorter period of time, typically last-
ing from three to twelve months. Coaching follows a more regular and 
structured approach. When I have a coaching client, my only objective 
is to help each client reach his or her goals. I have no attachment to a 
specific outcome; that must come from the client’s own motivations, 
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or it is a pointless from the start. I often describe my role as the “tour 
guide” and the client as the “driver”’ on this journey we’re undertak-
ing together. I listen deeply and ask powerful questions, noticing what 
comes up when the client considers those questions. Clients consis-
tently do a superb job in identifying what is really going on, and they 
figure out what must happen to achieve their goals. Within the safety 
of a successful coaching relationship, people evolve, make significant 
discoveries, and shift mind-sets as they are invited to tap into their own 
well of wisdom. 

Both coaching and mentoring are relationships that require complete 
confidentiality and unconditional positive regard for the individual. 
This means that the coach or mentor is a confidant who is unfailingly 
supportive and nonjudgmental. We must remember that there is an adult 
on the other side of the relationship. The coach or mentor’s job is not to 
“fix” anything or anyone; it is not to parent, enable, judge, or insist on 
a particular path forward. It is about helping that adult understand their 
choices and how those choices relate to their goals. 

Coaches and mentors are not therapists, trainers, or consultants. 
Coaches and mentors provide a safe space and opportunity for individu-
als to discover what they need to know in order to reach the outcomes 
they desire. Mentors have the additional role of providing advice and 
guidance requested by the mentee.

Let’s make another distinction here. Training is not coaching. Train-
ing is focused on transferring specific knowledge or skills, like what 
is or is not a legal question to ask when interviewing a candidate, or 
how to fix the Widget Company’s widget-making machine. Coaching 
and mentoring are about enhancing and building upon an individual’s 
knowledge or skills for developmental purposes by asking powerful 
questions and making observations that can lead to greater awareness, 
learning, and change. 

In chapter 8, we talked about the Personal Dialogue. That conversa-
tion, and regular check-ins, may find the leader and the direct report 
discussing the possibility of coaching, mentoring, or specific training 
opportunities. 

A side-by-side comparison of coaching and mentoring is listed in 
table 9.1. Coaching or mentoring are not the same activities as day-to-
day performance management and supervision. Employee supervision 
is not formal coaching, although supervisors may see better results 
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Table 9.1. Coaching versus Mentoring

Coaching Mentoring

Timeline Engagement is likely to be 
short term (up to six months 
or one year) with a specific 
outcome in mind. However, 
some coaching relationships 
can last longer, depending 
on goals.

Engagement tends to be 
long term, lasting at least a 
year or two, and often much 
longer.

Intent Coaching is intended to 
enhance or improve the 
coachee’s engagement 
and job satisfaction; it may 
be focused on specific 
performance areas.

Mentoring is development 
driven, looking holistically 
at the person and their long-
term career goals.

Format These are structured, 
with regularly scheduled 
meetings, such as weekly, 
biweekly, or monthly.

These tend to be more 
informal and often on an 
as-needed basis requested 
by the mentee. Expectations 
and responsibilities of both 
the mentor and the mentee 
must be determined and 
mutually agreed to.

Who Coaches are either the 
supervisor or someone who 
is internally or externally 
assigned or hired for the 
benefit of the coachee. The 
coach may or may not be a 
subject matter expert. This is 
not advising or training. 

Within organizational 
mentoring programs, 
mentors generally have 
more seniority and always 
more expertise than mentees 
where the mentee wishes 
to learn and grow. The 
mentee can learn from and 
be inspired by the mentor’s 
experience and modeling.

Content The coaching agenda is 
cocreated by the coach 
and the coachee in order to 
meet the specific needs of 
the coachee.

The mentoring agenda 
is usually determined by 
the mentee. The mentor 
supports and offers stretch 
opportunities beyond the 
mentee’s comfort zone.

(continued )
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when using a coaching approach and techniques. Specific performance 
issues that arise, and the best way to address them, need to be identi-
fied, explored, and put into action. Managing performance in real time, 
with clear expectations, clear measures, and clear consequences is part 
of every leader’s normal job. 

When considering whether to provide a coach or a mentor, identify 
the goal you and your direct report wish to achieve. If you are wonder-
ing whether a coach or a mentor is the best fit for your need, here are 
some guidelines.

Choose a coach when you want to

1. prepare a high-potential employee for advancement in the organiza-
tion;

2. address a behavioral habit that is blocking or slowing professional 
progress;

3. encourage someone to take on new responsibilities quickly;
4. support leaders in addition to, or in place of, formal training or de-

velopment programs; or
5. inspire high-potential employees to maximize their talents.

Coaching Mentoring

The Conversation The coach should ask 
thought-provoking questions 
to help the coachee come 
to their own insights and 
make real commitments 
when they recognize the 
challenges that require 
action.

In the mentoring 
relationship, the mentee is 
more likely to ask probing 
questions, tapping into the 
mentor’s expertise. The 
mentor also has the job of 
making sure those questions 
are digging into growth 
areas for the mentee.

Expected Results The results expected from 
a coaching relationship 
and agreement are specific 
and measurable, with the 
coachee demonstrating 
positive change in the 
chosen focus areas. 

The results expected from 
a mentoring relationship 
can shift and change over 
time. There is less focus on 
specific, measurable results 
and more focus on the 
overall development of the 
mentee’s goals.

Table 9.1. (continued )
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Choose a mentor when you want to

1. provide a role model for highly effective leadership or other impor-
tant roles;

2. transfer knowledge from more senior and/or departing staff to more 
junior staff;

3. increase cross-functional interactions and collaboration;
4. broaden diversity of ideas, people, and perspectives within the 

organization; or
5. inspire high-potential employees to imagine what is possible in 

their career and life.

Here is an example of each:
Coach: Kevin is an energetic, skilled, effective facilitator who has 

been identified as a high-potential employee. While he is highly suc-
cessful in front of the groups he leads, he is nervous and awkward in 
front of senior leaders. He is unable to put together coherent presenta-
tions that report results or advocate for change. He trips over his words 
and misses key points, and his leader has had to interject on several oc-
casions. His leader believes that working with a coach could help Kevin 
increase his confidence. He wants Kevin to build upon his natural abili-
ties so he can demonstrate his positive energy and share his wisdom 
with anyone, regardless of their ranking in the hierarchy. 

Mentor: Jennifer is new to the IT department, and she immediately 
demonstrated her outstanding interpersonal skills with the company’s 
internal customers as well as her coworkers. Her leader sees huge 
potential in her. He offers to groom Jennifer for a leadership position 
within the next two years, and she welcomes the opportunity. He de-
cides to coach her himself on some of the technical aspects of her job 
and send her to leadership development training, but he wants to find a 
different senior-level leader to mentor her. He speaks with Jennifer and 
offers her one internal and one external leader—both of whom he re-
spects. Jennifer chooses the internal mentor because of the added value 
of knowing the organization’s culture. The mentor and Jennifer agree 
to begin with a one-year commitment and create clear expectations of 
each other and the process.

Being involved in a coaching or mentoring relationship can enhance 
one’s professional and personal life in ways a person could not achieve 
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on their own. If you have ever been coached or mentored, you know 
what I mean. Whether you are the coach or mentor, or you find a differ-
ent  coach or mentor for your employees, paying it forward is not only 
the right thing to do, it is the smart thing to do in your quest to retain 
top talent. People put a lot more energy into things they want to do than 
things they have to do. That means, as leaders we need to take the time 
to be present, observe, and ask staff members about their motivations. 
We then need to provide productive and appropriate opportunities to 
keep them engaged and wanting to continue to work for us. 

If you would like more insight and guidelines into how to coach an em-
ployee, and/or what to consider in setting up an internal mentoring pro-
gram, I’ve provided more detail in the Resources section for this chapter. 

DELEGATE RIGHT

One of the most effective methods to prepare your talented people for 
future roles, and thereby increase the likelihood of retention, is to del-
egate new and interesting work to them. When you think of delegation, 
what comes to mind? Is it assigning tasks, off-loading work from one 
person to another, or maybe getting rid of work you don’t like to do? 
I hope not. While leaders, of course, have every right to assign work, 

Pitfall: When leaders and/or organizations (e.g., Human Resources 
[HR]) hire or retain an internal or external coach, there can be a risk 
of pressure being applied to the coach or the coachee to share what 
should remain within the confidential coaching relationship (e.g., 
conversations).

Solution: Prior to having an introductory coaching conversation, the 
coach and the hiring leader or HR must discuss coaching ethics and 
agree to an explicit agreement about confidentiality. The rules and ex-
pectations of the coaching relationship must be discussed and agreed 
upon, and then a written record must be created for all parties to have 
prior to commencing with the coaching agreement or contract. No 
coach worth hiring or assigning will share the content, tone, or outcome 
of private coaching conversations without receiving explicit permission 
from the coachee. 
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delegation is something else; in fact, it has a purpose way beyond as-
signing work. 

Definition of Delegation: Delegation is a planned and well-man-
aged new learning opportunity for another person that transfers du-
ties and/or responsibilities and authority to that person for a mutually 
beneficial purpose.

The vast majority of an employee’s learning happens on the job, so 
if you are coaching and developing the talent in front of you right now, 
decide what you can delegate next, and next and next, without over-
whelming your employees, but instead, to challenge them and increase 
their knowledge and skills. This might even mean shifting something 
you love to do off your plate to your staff member’s plate. 

There is no question in my mind that you are where you are today, 
at least in part, because someone trusted you enough to delegate new 
work to you. We all learn and stretch by trying new things, and maybe 
stumbling, but then getting back up and working at it until we get it 
right. Many leaders I have worked with and observed admit to having 
a tough time delegating both responsibility and authority. Since devel-
oping your people is a key part of any leader’s job, and delegation is 
about development, it’s important to delegate well. Let’s take a look at 
ten solid principles to delegating right.

Ten Principles of Delegation

1. Select the right person. Choose someone who is capable of doing the 
task and give that person the accountability and equal measures of 
responsibility and authority to do it.

2. Delegate interesting, rewarding, and challenging projects.
3. Take your time. Your delegate will need time, maybe up to a year, 

to acquire the training, practice, and expertise to handle a complex 
new task or role.

4. Delegate gradually and with the person and situation in mind. If 
you have been under-delegating, don’t transfer all that responsibility 
overnight. 

5. Delegate proactively. Don’t wait for a problem to develop before 
delegating a task.

6. Delegate the whole. Whenever possible, delegate a complete project 
or action to one person rather than giving away just one piece. This  
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  will give your delegate the full picture, provide control and coordi-
nation, and reduce confusion and errors.

7. Delegate for specific results. Instead of describing just the general 
scope of the job, describe the specific results you expect.

8. Avoid gaps and overlaps. A gap is a job for which no one has been 
assigned responsibility. An overlap is when two or more people 
have responsibility for the same job.

9. Delegation flows both ways. Let your delegates participate in de-
termining what is being offered to them.

10. Leave the delegate alone. Once the decision has been made, let him/
her do it. From now on, he/she makes the day-to-day decisions, gets 
the headaches, and has the free rein to use his/her own resourceful-
ness with you as expert support for questions and concerns.

To apply the principles of delegation, use a good process. There are 
four steps that will answer the core questions of scope, results expected, 
and timeline. Let’s take a closer look at the delegation process.

The Delegation Process

Step 1

• Define the assignment.
• What is to be done?
• Why is it important?
• What end result do you expect?
• When is it to be done?

Step 2

• Determine who is to do it.
• Consider availability and suitability.
• Distribute responsibilities fairly.

Step 3

• Communicate the assignment to all relevant parties.
• Convey the purpose and expected results.
• Encourage input and participation.
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• Provide direction and support.
• Agree on a time frame and target date.

Step 4

• Establish controls and checkpoints.
• Promote open communication on problems and progress.
• Determine checkpoints to evaluate progress (meetings, verbal or 

written reports, direct observation).
• Provide constructive feedback and positive reinforcement. When the 

leader demonstrates interest in following through, the staff member 
will too.

In the Resources section for this chapter, I’ve provided sample tem-
plates of a Personal Delegation Profile and a Delegation Agreement. 
These can help clarify exactly what is happening, with whom, and by 
when.

SUCCEEDING AT SUCCESSION

You have coached, mentored, delegated to, and developed your em-
ployees. And while they remain with you, they are adding tremendous 
value. Still, all organizations lose good people for various personal or 
professional reasons. Planned or unplanned, losing talented employees 
can leave large skill and knowledge gaps. We also know that filling 
critical vacancies can prove to be challenging, expensive, and time 
consuming. 

Right now, everyone is or will be massively impacted by the rapidly 
aging workforce. It’s a big, big deal! Filling key roles with the right 
people is a bottom-line business imperative. It’s no longer a nice idea 
to have a well-run succession program in place; it’s a critical strategic 
imperative to gain or keep your competitive advantage and, frankly, to 
even stay in business.

Definition of Succession Planning: Succession planning identi-
fies and tracks the progress of high-potential employees to ensure you 
have the right people in the right jobs now and in the future who are in 
alignment with the organization’s long-term goals. Succession planning 
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is a key part of any successful talent management and development 
program. 

The goal of succession planning is to build a strong “bench” for an 
organization to ensure its health, growth, and stability over the long 
term. We need to prevent doing too little too late and find ourselves 
losing the talented people who will help us grow and succeed. Whatever 
you and your business make, do, serve, produce, or fix, you can’t do it 
without the right people. 

We’ve explored hiring and developing your people from multiple 
perspectives and strategies. Successful succession planning is a signifi-
cant business strategy to meet an organization’s retention goals, and 
yet too often, it is an afterthought. 

As a critical part of your retention strategy, successful succession 
planning needs top management’s focused attention. Teala Wilson, a 
senior consultant for Saba’s Strategic Services, shares with us  a free 
download of the report The 2015 State of Succession Planning in her 
blog post “8 Steps for Effective Succession Planning.” It looked at six 
hundred organizations worldwide. The report told us that 21 percent of 
those organizations had no succession program or process in place, and 
nearly 50 percent are failing in one or more ways to institute best prac-
tices for succession. And yet, every year at the top of the list of concerns 
by senior management are grave concerns about their talent pipeline.1 

Before we go any further, I’d like to make sure we draw the com-
parison between the terms replacement and succession. These are two 
different efforts and require different approaches. In her book titled 
The Recruiter’s Handbook, Sharlyn Lauby reminds us that replacement 
planning is focused on short-term results, while succession is focused 
on long-term talent strategy. Some positions may only need a replace-
ment process because the talent pool makes it easy and fast to fill, or 
perhaps the position isn’t as critical to your business as others. The 
two processes can dovetail when tracking your talent, gaps, risks, and 
opportunities, but a replacement plan identifies backups for positions 
that are generally less critical to fill versus planning for purposeful and 
long-term succession.2 

If you have talent management system (TMS) software, there is 
likely a component for succession planning, and/or it holds most of 
the information you need to create a succession-planning process. If 
you do not have TMS software, you can do this with a spreadsheet and 
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keep track of changes as they occur. Let’s take a look at an example of 
a succession-planning overview. There are only three key components: 
identify, assess, and capture.

Succession-Planning Overview

Identify:

• Business challenges and goals for the next one to five years
• Mission-critical positions that may, or are known to be, vacated in 

the next one to five years
• Competencies, skills, and knowledge needed over the next one to 

five years
• Current gaps in competencies, skills, and knowledge 

Assess:

• Current high-potential talent 
• The competencies, skills, and knowledge needed versus what cur-

rently exists in those high-potential employees
• The gaps (categorize them and give weight to each gap’s importance) 
• The interest of high-potential employees in gaining the competen-

cies, skills, and knowledge needed
• The ability to attract new talent with the competencies, skills, and 

knowledge needed for the future
• The strength or weakness in your “bench” of high-potential em-

ployees

Capture:

• Wisdom, skills, and knowledge from individuals before they leave 
the organization

• The opportunity for seasoned and successful employees to serve as 
role models and to mentor and/or coach more junior, high-potential 
employees

There are five steps with simple worksheets that line up with the 
overview to help you create a successful succession-planning process. 
All these worksheets are also provided in the Resources section for this 
chapter.
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Step 1: Identify Business Challenges and Goals for the  
Next One to Five Years.

This can start with your strategic plan, if you have one. If you don’t, 
you can do an “environmental scan,” which is the process of gather-
ing information about trends, relationships, events, and/or competitors 
within an organization’s internal and external environments. The goal is 
to prepare for things that are or are expected to happen and then inform 
your succession-planning process and actions. An environmental scan 
usually includes the key players in determining the direction of your 
business. It can be as simple as regularly asking the following questions 
and filling in these worksheet answers.

Plan Worksheet

What do you know is happening inside and outside your organization 
that impacts your business?

Right Now? The Distant Future (1–5 years)? The Near Future?

Step 2: Identify the Mission-Critical Positions That  
Impact the Success of Your Business, Using the Wisdom  
of Key Leaders and HR Professionals

Review both leadership and key individual contributor positions that 
are hard to or take a long time to fill. Evaluate the positions against 
strategic business goals and assign a vacancy risk factor to the current 
incumbent. 

Position Worksheet
Position title: _______________________________________________________

Position incumbent: _______________________ or Vacant (how long?) ______

Position impact on key business operations: ______________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Risks: Vacancy _____________________________________________________

If not filled _________________________________________________________

Estimated time to fill a vacancy: _______________________________________
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Step 3: Identify Competencies, Skills, and Knowledge  
That Are Critical to Business Success

Once you have identified the mission-critical positions, particularly 
those that have a high vacancy risk or are vacant, identify what is needed 
in the successor to that position that you will either groom internally or 
hire externally.

Competency Worksheet
Position title: _______________________________________________________

Core leadership and/or interpersonal competencies:
__________________ __________________ __________________
__________________ __________________ __________________
__________________ __________________ __________________

Essential skills competencies:
__________________ __________________ __________________
__________________ __________________ __________________
__________________ __________________ __________________

Unique or preferred but not essential competencies:
__________________ __________________ __________________
__________________ __________________ __________________

Education: _________________________________________________________

Experience: ________________________________________________________

What is unique about this position (institutional knowledge, relationships, 
skill sets, etc.)? ___________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Who working here now could do this job? __________________________
Where and by whom is critical information and knowledge held currently?
________________________________________________________________

What is the plan for sharing documentation and knowledge? (e.g., mentor-
ing, job rotation, job shadowing, documentation on secure server, training, 
etc.) ___________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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Step 4: Identify High-Potential Employees for  
Key Positions Over the Next One to Five Years

Who are current staff members or known external individuals who have 
the competencies required to assume the role and/or who have high 
potential and the motivation to grow into the role over a period of time? 

High-Potential Worksheet
Name: ____________________________________________________________

Current position title: ________________________________________________

Division/Department/Unit: ___________________________________________

Years in current position: ____________________________________________

Current leader: _____________________________________________________

Target position: ____________________________________________________

Core leadership and/or skill competencies needed for this position: (take list 
from step 3)

What competencies/skills does this person need to develop to be ready for 
this position?
__________________ __________________ __________________

Readiness: Current___ Within 6–12 months___ Within 1–2 years___ Within 
3–5 years___

Action plan for this high-potential employee:
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Step 5: Create a Targeted Individual Development Plan (IDP) 
With and for Each High-Potential Employee Who Wants to 
Grow into a Mission-Critical Position and Whom You  
Believe Can Do So

Individual Development Planning Worksheet
Name: ____________________________________________________________

Current position title: ________________________________________________

Division/Department/Unit: ___________________________________________

Current supervisor: _________________________________________________
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Succession position(s): ______________________________________________

Current incumbent and incumbent’s supervisor: __________________________

Division/Department/Unit: ___________________________________________

Short-term goals: ___________________________________________________

Long-term goals: ___________________________________________________

Core competency, knowledge, and skill development plan:

Competency/Skill Learning Plan Dates Costs Outcome

Every employee should be having Individual Development Plan 
(IDP) discussions with their supervisor and have access to appropriate 
professional development opportunities. Everyone who is motivated to 
do so should be encouraged to grow and develop his or her competen-
cies and skills to the fullest. Employees who want to aim for a specific 
role or roles in the future need to have an IDP that is laser focused on 
the competencies and skills for that type of position, especially if a fu-
ture position is a mission-critical role within the organization.

There are a few questions that, when answered, will help everyone 
see where there is or is not good alignment between the employee’s 
career goals and the business’s future needs.

• What are the employee’s career goals? 
• How aligned are the employee’s needs with those of the organization?

Pitfall: Conscious or unconscious bias will kill the quality and results 
of your succession-planning efforts short and long term. Managers tend 
to hire people who are like themselves, creating homogeneity and a 
lack of diversity and therefore lack of trust by employees in the process.

Solution: Your succession team should be made up of a wide variety 
of leaders. Be open and collaborative and be transparent about your 
process while keeping individual assessments confidential. Don’t play 
favorites. Be objective and fair. Also keep in mind that high-potential 
employees may not be distributed evenly throughout the organization; 
you may discover more people ready for succession opportunities in 
one unit than another. Keep the greater good for the business in mind.
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• What development has occurred so far, and how was success mea-
sured?

• What competencies or skills does the employee need to develop to 
achieve career goals?

• What support are you willing and able to provide to help this em-
ployee reach his/her career goals (training, mentoring, coaching, 
certifications, education, workload accommodations, flextime, etc.)?

I cannot emphasize this enough: your succession strategy requires 
top management’s focused and continuous attention. It is so closely 
tied to increased retention of your best talent that it should be right up 
there next to hiring right as a top priority! Succeeding at succession 
means identifying your organization’s future needs, finding the people 
who may be able to fill those needs, and having a plan to get them from 
here to there.

Most of us like happy endings to stories, so I’ll share a true story of 
an example of a purposeful succession. 

My last leader at Cornell was the Vice President for Administration 
and CFO, Dr. Harold D. Craft Jr. Hal and I shared an executive assis-
tant, and we needed to find a confidential, professional associate for this 
key position. We hired Kathy. She wasn’t a typical hire because she had 
dual bachelor’s degrees and was only available because her previous 
department had lost its funding. We couldn’t believe our good fortune 
in being able to attract her to our much different and lower-paying role. 

Fast forward to 2020. Dr. Kathryn Burkgren is the Associate Vice 
President for Organizational Development and Effectiveness for Cor-
nell University. While working for Hal and me, we invited Kathy to 
attend our leadership development courses, and she found that orga-
nizational and leadership development were her true calling. She was 
accepted as a student at Cornell and, over several years, received both 
a master’s degree and a PhD while working full time for us and raising 
a young family. We saw the immense potential in Kathy and supported 
her every step of the way, through coaching, mentoring, and exposure 
to new experiences. She never once missed a beat. 

You might say this is simply an example of a smart and motivated 
employee who had supportive supervisors. It was much more than that. 
We each expected that we would be leaving Cornell in a few years, and 
we didn’t want all our success in building a values-based leadership 
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culture to diminish or disappear; we needed a strong champion. Prepar-
ing Kathy to be that champion was all part of the plan. Today, beyond 
our wildest dreams, the program has spread from our division to all of 
Cornell’s multiple campuses.

It happened because of Kathy’s hard work and determination and be-
cause of Hal’s and my strong belief in supporting high-potential talent 
to fill a future need. That, in a nutshell, is what successful succession 
planning looks like. Success requires both strong, intrinsic motivation 
from the individual and focused senior leadership support for growing 
the talent to meet current and future organizational needs.

We’ve come a long way from pre-boarding, onboarding, the Em-
ployee Development System (EDS), the Personal Dialogue (PD), the 
Individual Development Plan (IDP), coaching and mentoring, delega-
tion, and finally, to succeeding at succession. 

Here’s a list of a few reminders and tips to help you keep your great 
people.

• Measure your retention reality regularly. You need to know rather 
than guess what’s happening within your organization. Look for “hot 
spots” and find out why turnover may be higher in one area than 
another. Is it the leader (start there first), the work, coworkers, pay, 
workspace issues, hours . . . ? Find out why good people are leaving 
or transferring out. 

• Develop and grow that important relationship with your staff mem-
ber—continuously.

• Delegate, with appropriate support, as much as the employee agrees 
to and can handle. 

• Provide coaching, mentoring, training, and other experiences that 
demonstrate you value the employee as much as they add value to 
the organization.

• Be accessible and approachable. This does not mean anytime, any-
where. It means creating known and sufficient time for anyone on 
your staff to have your full attention.

• Listen carefully. Everyone needs to know their voice is being heard 
by their leaders. 

• Pay attention to personal occasions and events (birthdays, work an-
niversaries, educational achievements, illnesses, weddings, deaths in 
the family, births, etc.).
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• Send handwritten notes of thanks, appreciation, and recognition. 
• Send a copy of your positive e-mails about an employee to the next 

level of management. 
• Be present and vigilant about the employee’s expectations, develop-

ment opportunities, and performance. That means utilizing the Em-
ployee Development System, the Personal Dialogue, and Individual 
Development Plan with ongoing follow-up conversations.

One last word about retention: In a 2019 Retention Report conducted 
by the Work Institute, among many other statistics this one stands 
out. A whopping 27 percent of US workers voluntarily left their jobs 
in 2018, and they predict that if this trend continues it will be 35 per-
cent by 2023, creating enormous risk and major gaps for businesses 
nationwide.3

It’s abundantly clear that retention starts with hiring right in the first 
place, but that process only gets good people in the door. To keep them 
on the job and productive, you have to invest time, effort, and atten-
tion in your employees—every day, month, and year—to ensure your 
investment pays off for you, for them, and for your organization. 

This brings us to the end of the “Retention = Nurture Right” section. 
The final section of this book—titled “Closure = Fire Right” (how ap-
propriate!)—is up next. While it is the shortest section, it has at least as 
significant an impact on your bottom line as anything else you do. All 
you have to do is look at one lost labor lawsuit to know how painful and 
expensive it can be when an employee termination is carried out poorly.

As we all know from experience, closure is not just about firing right; 
it is about saying “goodbye” to any employee for any reason when their 
employment ends. It could be a voluntary resignation, or a retirement, a 
layoff, a serious illness or death, a family crisis, going to jail, or getting 
promoted or transferred. Each ending of a current employment relation-
ship requires graceful closure. 

The toughest employment ending for most people is firing someone, 
so that’s where we’ll begin with chapter 10, “When It’s Really Over: 
Part 1—Involuntary Closure.” Perhaps this topic is one of the main rea-
sons you picked up the book! So take a deep breath and turn the page. 
I guarantee you’ll be better prepared for all your “goodbyes” at work 
when we’re finished!
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Chapter Ten

When It’s Really Over
Part 1—Involuntary Closure

I don’t even like firing people. I don’t think I’ve ever said “You’re 
fired” to anybody.

—Martha Stewart

I agree with Martha. I don’t like firing people either, and I have also 
never said those exact two words—“You’re fired!”—to someone whose 
employment I’ve terminated. During the conversation, I have said 
things like, “This is not working because of XYZ and that means we 
must end our work relationship,” or “Unfortunately, because of XYZ, 
we can no longer employ you here.” The situation dictates the context, 
of course. Yes, it is a firing, but you don’t have to use those two words, 
and I recommend against it. There is no question that firing or laying off 
someone is an onerous leadership task. Still, there are going to be times 
when we have to end someone’s employment, so the question is not if, 
but how and when, we will bring that relationship to closure. 

Aside from death or disability, there are only two ways an indi-
vidual’s employment is brought to closure by the employer or the 
individual—it is either involuntary or voluntary. Involuntary termina-
tions of employment fall into two categories: getting fired or being laid 
off. We will focus first on involuntary terminations in this chapter. In 
chapter 11, we’ll turn our attention to voluntary separations. However, 
in all employment separations, voluntary or involuntary, you will want 
to have a clean and graceful closure. 
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For an involuntary termination, clean closure means this: dot your i’s 
and cross your t’s with every aspect of the decision, the process, and 
the conversation. Graceful closure means treating the individual with 
dignity and kindness. After all, they’re losing their livelihood, status, 
and security, not you, so graciousness is both the right thing to do and 
the smart thing to do. 

Clean closure was not what happened when I was fired the first and 
only time. I was working for a national retail record chain as a regional 
director on the east coast, covering four states. I was promoted into 
this position by the previous leadership (all men). When the company 
changed ownership a couple years later, the new leaders (all men) 
decided to fire nearly all the women who had regional and other man-
agement roles. My new boss called one morning and told me to hand 
over my company car and building keys to my assistant and leave the 
premises immediately. When I asked the reason for this hasty termina-
tion, he stammered and coughed and finally told me that I just wasn’t 
aggressive enough. I asked what that meant because I’d never heard this 
feedback before, and he had no answer. “I said you’re fired, so just go,” 
he said. Such a reason made no sense because the sales in my region had 
increased more than 30 percent that year. Hmmm. 

It was also an interesting coincidence that I was fired only two weeks 
after the new head of the company told me, in person, that if I liked my 
job I should meet him to discuss my employment in his private bed-
room. Fortunately, two leaders who cared about integrity witnessed the 
conversation. They told me they would testify for me and tell the truth, 
so I sued the company. This was not my first choice, mind you, but it 
was a matter of principle for me, and for you now, a case study in how 
not to fire someone. 

As it turns out, I must have been aggressive enough after all because 
I won an out-of-court settlement and was granted unemployment insur-
ance as well!

My goal in this chapter is to help you do what you need to do in a 
firing situation, do it for the right reasons, and do it in the right way. 
We’ve journeyed through the first two sections of this book together 
focused on hiring and retaining the best people for your organization. 
When you do that well, you won’t need to turn to this chapter very of-
ten. And yet, there will be occasions when things go wrong no matter 
how well you’ve hired, onboarded, developed, or coached someone. 
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The toughest job for most leaders and Human Resources (HR) profes-
sionals is terminating an individual’s employment. Firing someone is a 
decision few leaders, including CEOs, want to make and leaders tend to 
put off far too long, even when doing so prolongs the inevitable ending 
and causes more damage to both the business and the individual. 

When you’re a leader, firing right is just as important a part of your 
job as is hiring right. Yes, it’s emotionally loaded, complicated, and 
just plain uncomfortable to fire anyone, no matter the circumstances. 
I remember a client’s reaction after he had been struggling with this 
decision for months. He’s a CEO of a mid-sized company and called 
me bursting with relief, “OMG, I’m finally going to get some sleep 
tonight! He just told me he wants to resign! Can you believe it? Now I 
don’t have to fire him.” 

There are times when no matter how diligent we are, people can fool 
us, or perhaps an employee’s life implodes for unpredictable non-work 
reasons, or the job outgrows them. And then there are those moments 
when one incident makes the decision to terminate someone’s employ-
ment imperative. Sometimes, no matter how valuable an employee has 
been, you are forced into a layoff situation through no fault of the em-
ployee. When you have no other choice but to fire or lay off, it’s impor-
tant to do your utmost to help the employee retain his dignity and ensure 
the organization’s reputation (and yours) is not irreparably damaged. 

It is essential to give people an opportunity to make course cor-
rections whenever you can. With the exception of dangerous and/or 
egregious behavior, employees must receive constructive feedback and 
be given a reasonable amount of time (dependent on the issue) to turn 
things around. No firing should be a surprise! So, what is a reasonable 
amount of time? Each situation and each person will be different, but a 
good rule of thumb is this: address concerns quickly, provide immedi-
ate constructive feedback, and/or undertake an intervention—then be 
clear about the specific measurable results you expect to see within a 
specific time frame. 

I’d like to add a cautionary note about bias as you’re contemplating 
firing someone. If personal bias seeps into your decision about an em-
ployee, it erodes productivity and engagement with that employee and 
with others. People will notice, and others may not feel safe.

When people experience and even witness biased treatment, from 
their leader or coworkers, it has a profoundly negative and far-reaching 
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effect on morale, motivation, commitment, and the desire to stay with 
the organization. Even subtle bias is exhausting and can be both illegal 
and soul destroying to both the individual and the organization. Just as 
we discussed conscious and unconscious bias in evaluating candidates, 
the same holds true for discipline and termination of employment. 

It’s important to have frank and respectful dialogue about the issue 
at hand and eliminate any assumptions by checking your own biases at 
the door. The antidote, to bias-laden decisions, is to stick to the facts 
and stay laser focused on the behaviors and/or actions at issue. (See the 
Resources section for chapter 3.)

You will learn a lot during a constructive feedback session. I’ve 
known employees who genuinely had no idea something was amiss and/
or did not understand the leader’s perspective or expectations. Once they 
did understand, they were more likely to succeed. If, on the other hand, 
you find the employee to be dismissive, blaming others, acting like a 
victim, making excuses, or constantly justifying their behaviors and not 
hearing you, it’s time to get serious about ending the relationship. 

Employees should be able to question your information or opinion 
to get clarity; if they believe the facts are incorrect, they should be 
able to tell you why. How they question or push back says a lot about 
who they are. For instance, if you tell someone that their tardiness in 
submitting their work every week is unacceptable and the employee 
says they never saw or heard a deadline for that work, check the facts. 
If you realize that you were indeed vague about deadlines (e.g., “soon, 
please”) and realize that “soon” can mean different things to different 
people, it’s not time to fire or even discipline someone; it is time to 
sort out expectations and communication. If the response is more like, 
“What’s the big deal, I got it done didn’t I?” you have a much bigger 
problem than missed deadlines. 

There’s an old saying, “the wife/husband/partner always finds out 
last.” Problem behaviors or actions are often observed by other people 
long before you, the leader, know what’s going on. Employees, new or 
not, who are wrong for your team and organization often have the abil-
ity to appear to be exactly the person you need when they are with and 
around you and exhibit very different behaviors with peers and direct 
reports. I call this termite behavior. 

Termite behavior in employees does the same damage to your busi-
ness as those creepy crawly termites do to your house foundation—they 
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hide from sight while wreaking havoc, one bite at a time! There’s also 
a Scottish term I equate with particularly snarly behavior—a smiling 
knife. This is a person who says all the right things to the boss and 
then sabotages others, including the boss, behind their backs. You’ll 
know a “termite” or a “smiling knife” when you see one, if you are 
paying attention. The trick is having your eyes, ears, and instincts 
wide open.

A “Termite” Story

Joanne was in a leadership role and a brilliant subject matter expert, but 
she wanted her leader’s (Andy’s) job badly. She decided to begin to 
undermine Andy with her own direct reports, their leadership team, and 
then his boss. She told her staff that Andy only wanted her to bring their 
concerns or problems to him, telling them (while she rolled her eyes) 
that he said he was too busy to be bothered. Joanne made unpopular 
decisions but said Andy approved them, or that they were his decisions, 
not hers. She’d claim that no matter how hard she tried to convince him 
otherwise, he wouldn’t budge. She made “under her breath” negative or 
dismissive comments about Andy to her peers. Then she began “trian-
gulating” by going around Andy to his leader with her ideas, claiming 
Andy was not interested or too busy. All the while, when meeting with 
Andy, she was upbeat and complimentary about everything he said or 
did. The “smiling knife” indeed!

Andy started noticing people avoiding him when he came in the 
room. His own leader was questioning why Joanne was stopping by 
so often—asking why Andy wasn’t paying attention to Joanne and her 
interesting ideas. Finally, Andy got it. “I think I might have a termite in 
Joanne,” Andy said, and he was right! 

To uncover the truth, Andy made it a priority to set up individual 
meetings with his peers and all of Joanne’s direct reports telling ev-
eryone he was beginning quarterly “checking in” sessions with staff 
and colleagues with the goal of having candid conversations and an 
exchange of ideas. Joanne’s meeting was set up last. Andy asked 
open-ended questions and promised confidentiality. He got an earful 
that painted a clear and very consistent picture of lies and deceit. Once 
he had fully verified his “termite” theory with facts and evidence, 
completed his due diligence and exit plan, and received the support he 
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needed from his boss and HR, he was able to confront Joanne about her 
deceitful behaviors and actions. 

She got caught, and she knew it. He told Joanne she needed to find 
the job she wanted outside their organization. Because of his concerns 
about her poisoning the workplace even more, he allowed her to resign, 
handed her a modest severance check, and said goodbye. 

Andy’s public communication was short and sweet. His formal an-
nouncement said that Joanne was moving on to other opportunities out-
side their organization and had resigned as of that day. He appreciated 
the success she and her team had in X, Y, and Z and wished her the 
best for the future. Privately, he told her staff and peers that her values 
and theirs were not well aligned, so they had agreed she needed to find 
somewhere where her goals and values were a better fit. Both state-
ments were true. Start to finish was just short of thirty days, and Andy 
decided to continue his quarterly check-in meetings.

If firing were easy for leaders, it would happen faster and more often 
because there are some consistent underperformers and bad behaviors 
in every organization. Because it isn’t easy, there are a host of reasons 
that can cause a leader to hesitate at best and, at worst, fail to fire a per-
son who needs to be fired. Here are six common blocks to firing, each 
with an antidote. If you can name some others, make a note to yourself 
and look for ways to unblock yourself.

BLOCKS TO FIRING

1. Arrogance: “I hired you, so I couldn’t be, or don’t want to be wrong.” 
Another word for this is ego. No one is perfect, and hiring anyone is al-
ways going to be a measured risk. You have no control over the choices 
that lead to the behaviors and actions of another person. You can only do 
your best to set them up to succeed; you cannot make them succeed. If 
you’ve hired, onboarded, and developed right, you’ve given it your best 
shot. The antidote to arrogance and ego is stepping back, applying objec-
tivity, having the ability to admit mistakes, being open minded, and pay-
ing close attention to both the data and your instincts instead of your ego.

2. Conflict or Pain Avoidance: This is about your pain or the 
employee’s pain or both. It could be a reluctance to, or even fear of, 
engaging in a potentially tough conversation or conflict. Or, you might 
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be feeling guilty that you hired someone into a job where they cannot 
succeed, forgetting for a moment that they applied for and accepted 
that job. There may be an organizational culture, based entirely in 
myth, that by dealing directly and appropriately with bad behavior and/
or poor performance you’re not being inclusive of diverse people or 
ideas. You might think you didn’t do enough to support this employee; 
you could be worried about doing damage to that person’s future career 
or emotional state. Feeling guilty or letting conflicts escalate helps no 
one, including the employee. The antidote (situation dependent) is to 
summon the courage to have a very candid conversation about the situ-
ation. This will either transform the conflict into positive action by the 
employee, or it will move your closer to an exit process. 

3. Fix-It Syndrome: Most leaders know that providing apprecia-
tion, constructive feedback, and development opportunities are all parts 
of the leader’s job. However, when all the evidence tells us that an 
employee’s ability to thrive in the job is just not there, prolonging the 
agony amplifies the employee’s failure. No one can turn a pine tree into 
an oak tree, and taking too long to recognize and address a mismatch 
is unfair to both the employee and the organization. Employee develop-
ment does not replace employee responsibility, fitness, or performance. 
It’s good to offer development, but don’t keep trying when it’s getting 
you and the employee nowhere fast. There can be a misconception that 
more and more development is the answer to everything. It is not. No 
business can afford, or should “carry,” marginal or underperforming 
staff. Trying to “save” an employee for too long, when it’s clear they 
are a mismatch for the job, is a mistake that can carry far-reaching 
consequences. The antidote to the fix-it syndrome is to perform due dili-
gence, have direct and candid conversations, and if possible, support 
the employee in finding other employment options.

4. Image and Perception: There may be a fear of having your or-
ganization, team, or even you perceived as being out of control or bad 
decision makers, or that rumors will fly if you fire someone, particularly 
a highly visible, well-known employee. If you are concerned, keep in 
mind that it’s far worse to ignore poor performance than it is to deal 
with it. You can’t control rumors and gossip, but you can control com-
munications and your own behavior and actions. The antidote to image 
and perception concerns is to be as transparent as possible in your 
communications without violating an employee’s privacy.
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5. Fear of Loss: Leaders can get stuck, frozen even, with the fear 
of imagined or even real upsets and disruptions to operations if an em-
ployee who has a key role or is deeply imbedded in positive relation-
ships with external stakeholders (clients, customers, alumni, vendors, 
etc.) is fired. Other losses can drive a failure to act—loss of time, 
resources, and the support of one or more of your stakeholders. There 
is a lingering myth we carry around about thinking some employees are 
indispensable. No one is, no matter how hard he or she may try to con-
vince you they are. If they left of their own accord you’d have to figure 
out how to replace them. While some of what that employee is doing 
could be mission critical, if they are doing real damage at the same time, 
you have a big problem. Justifying keeping someone because they are 
“so smart” or “know more than anyone about ABC” or are “loved by 
everyone” is not going to serve you or the organization in the long run. 
Customers, employees, and other stakeholders care more about getting 
the support or results they need than who, specifically, is providing 
for their needs. Stakeholders tend to have fairly short memories when 
they are satisfied. The antidote to fear of loss is having well-considered 
transition and communication plans that you can snap into place im-
mediately without leaving gaping holes in your operations.

6. Fear of Litigation: Leaders, HR professionals, and even legal 
counsel may avoid a firing, no matter how egregious the employee’s 
behavior or actions have been, for fear of being sued, or in the case of a 
union, going to arbitration. This is particularly true when an employee 
is in a protected class (e.g., gender, age, race, ethnicity, religion, or dis-
ability). Tiptoeing around someone whose performance is problematic 
sends a message of weakness and uncertainty both to the employee and 
everyone else involved. While a full review of the facts and thoughtful 
consideration must be given, and while ensuring bias isn’t operating 
in your decision, fear of litigation must not stop a firing that needs to 
happen. 

When you are confident that due diligence fairness, and objectivity 
(including documentation and discipline), have been addressed, and 
you are certain that a firing is justified, the fact that someone can sue 
you or grieve a firing need not scare you. You don’t know whether they 
will or not. Even if they do, they will rarely, if ever, win when you’ve 
executed your due diligence properly. There are two options frequently 
used by organizations when threatened by litigation or arbitration—pay 
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the employee enough to entice them to go away, or let the suit or arbi-
tration proceed. You’d be surprised how many people back down when 
the employer lets the litigation or arbitration threat stand. Employees 
who sue generally have to pay an attorney, and unions who expect they 
are going to lose will often try to negotiate a settlement rather than 
spend resources on arbitration. The antidote to fear of litigation is fir-
ing right in the first place, including completing your due diligence and 
being 100 percent aligned with your values. 

REASONS TO FIRE

People ask me time and again, “Do I need to put up with this or am I 
justified in firing for it?” Within these five reasons to fire, I am con-
fident that you will see at least one that fits most, if not all, firing for 
cause terminations of employment you may encounter.

1. Does Not “Play” Well with Others: More people are fired for this 
reason than any other no matter what the public cover story is. Using 
a schoolyard metaphor is appropriate here because it is an experience 
all of us have witnessed at some time in our lives. We know what it 
means, we know it when we see it, and we know how to describe what 
we see. When an employee, for whatever reason, demonstrates a pattern 
of being hard to work with, high maintenance, unwilling to collaborate, 
unwilling to share information, arrogant, a bully, or a loner, for ex-
ample, a bright red light is flashing. It’s telling us this person has few, 
if any, emotional intelligence competencies. In The No Asshole Rule, 
author Robert Sutton tells us why banning jerks from the workplace 
matters because of the devastation they inflict on coworkers’ emotional 
well-being and work quality. This, of course, ends up as a negative hit 
to your bottom line.1 

The inability to work well with others has been, and will continue to 
be, the Achilles’ heel of too many very bright people who fail because 
of a serious deficit of emotional intelligence competencies. Self-aware-
ness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management 
are not being demonstrated when an employee has a pattern of not 
“playing” well with others.

How much you invest in supporting someone in increasing emo-
tional intelligence competencies is up to you. For instance, if the 
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employee adds great value to your organization in other areas with 
brains, character, and drive, then explicit feedback, consistent perfor-
mance management, training, and/or coaching may be worth it. If the 
employee doesn’t respond to that kind of support, or is not deserving 
of the investment, it’s time to fire—and fire fast—before more damage 
is done.

2. Loss of Trust: Loss of trust is a root cause behind many termina-
tions. Behaviors that lead to loss of trust include such things as con-
sistent poor performance, broken promises, ethical breaches, sabotage, 
policy violations, lying, a disruptive/unacceptable pattern of behaviors, 
disloyalty, and stealing. Trust is created or broken based on our collec-
tion of experiences with another person. When there is history of solid 
trust between two people, one incident may or may not destroy the re-
lationship. When there is little history, one incident could end it. Only 
you can determine the degree of significance of the breakage. 

We know in our gut when we do and don’t trust someone and often 
why we feel that way. Loss of trust is a first, and very important, signal 
that something is wrong. Don’t ignore it. Human beings all have built-
in radar systems; our “BS” meters are operating 24/7. Sometimes we 
pay attention to the warning signs being broadcast by our “BS” meters, 
and sometimes we ignore them. Never, ever ignore the warnings! You 
may know why your meter is flashing, or you may need to take the time 
to figure it out. If need be, test your assumptions and verify or disprove 
what your instincts are telling you. Bottom line, you’ll need to find a 
way to rebuild trust together or that person needs to leave your organi-
zation. No trust, no job.

3. Blame Shifting and Avoidance: When an employee avoids meet-
ings or conversations about performance, and/or shifts the blame for 
something they were supposed to be doing to another person to avoid 
being held accountable, there are a number of problems going on. The 
first problem is avoidance. They suspect they will be held accountable 
and don’t want to have that conversation. When they try to make their 
poor performance someone else’s fault, you’re witnessing blame shift-
ing and the failure to take responsibility for their choices, decisions, and 
behaviors. Even worse, they are trying to throw someone else under the 
bus. When it’s a leader doing this, it’s magnified exponentially. The 
leader who shifts the blame for poor performance onto their employees 
is admitting they aren’t leading well and is taking no responsibility for 
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the outcomes of their team. If this behavior does not change with feed-
back and coaching, it’s time to fire.

4. Insubordination: This is a subcategory of both trust and not 
“playing well with others,” but it’s egregious enough to stand on its 
own. Insubordination is a direct or indirect refusal by an employee to 
perform a legal, ethical, and reasonable directive from a manager or 
supervisor when the directive has been clearly understood.2 When an 
employee blatantly refuses to honor the request, or simply ignores it, 
it is insubordination. For instance, perhaps you told an employee to 
cease and desist using foul language in meetings. If the employee says, 
“That’s just who I am and I’m exercising my first amendment rights!” 
that’s blatant insubordination. If the employee apologizes after using 
foul language but keeps doing it, that’s a bit more passive but still in-
subordinate. Insubordination can be grounds for immediate dismissal, 
depending on the seriousness and/or the pattern of the incident(s). 

If you believe there is reason to be optimistic the person can change 
behavior, follow the Employee Development System (EDS) process of 
clarifying expectations, providing metrics for success, and acknowledg-
ing performance. Assuming you have remained calm and been explic-
itly clear about the behavior that is unacceptable and why, you may 
want to involve a neutral third party to mediate and try to understand the 
source of the problem so you can work toward a resolution. However, if 
an employee is threatening, harassing, or exhibits abusive behavior with 
you and/or others, it’s time to fire, particularly if there’s a documented 
pattern of these behaviors.

5. Lack of Engagement: All the A–H factors in the “Acquisition 
= Hire Right” section apply here. You hired for attitude, brains, char-
acter, drive, emotional intelligence, fit, gut, and heart, and you needed 
all those things to show up in that person at work. Lack of engagement 
can be an outcome of someone who has “retired in the job” or a newer 
employee who came in sprinting but couldn’t go the distance. If you see 
low or no drive, a lack of a can-do attitude, and it’s clear their heart isn’t 
in it, then at least four of the eight A–H factors you need for success 
are missing. If those were once there and now they are not, you need 
to find out what created the shift. The employee may have believed the 
job was one thing, and it has turned out to be something else. A change 
in the team dynamic may have caused disengagement. There are lots of 
reasons that may or may not be the employee’s doing. Before lack of 
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engagement becomes a cause for firing, do your best to get to the root 
cause and help the employee course correct. However, if you believed 
you hired one kind of person and discover it’s not the case, you prob-
ably were fooled in the first place, and it’s time to either find a better fit 
for that employee or time to fire.

Some organizations have a culture of almost never firing anyone. 
Others have a culture where firing is a handy go-to option at any mo-
ment. There are times and situations when firing fast is absolutely the 
right thing to do, and the same is true with firing slowly. Too fast and 
too slow are both bad for business. Since firing right is the goal, it’s 
worth taking the time here to explore the pros and cons of each.

FIRE FAST

When even national recruiters tell us consistently that roughly 50 
percent of new hires fail within the first eighteen months on the job, 
identifying and dealing with bad hires quickly makes a lot of sense.3 It 
makes more sense, of course, to hire right in the first place, and we’ve 
already talked a lot about that. You need to get bad hires out of your 
organization. If you don’t move them out, poor performers can have a 
detrimental influence and drag down other employees as well as your 
business. 

When you are paying close attention to your new hire, it shouldn’t 
take long to get a good read on them. The employee will either ex-
hibit behaviors and performance you expected, or they won’t. Some 
employees can fool you for a few weeks, even a month or two, but if 
there’s going to be a problem, it’s likely to show up sooner than later. 
Don’t dismiss or brush off yours or others’ concerns—deal with them 
immediately. 

Employees, new or long serving, who don’t “play well with others,” 
aren’t collaborative, can’t be trusted, or don’t respond well to your feed-
back may need to go—and go quickly. This is a bottom-line issue for 
you because the longer you put off a necessary firing the more quickly 
you lose the value proposition of that employee. Long delays prevent 
you from moving ahead with your team and business, and worse, the 
problem often becomes more complex and can begin to spread, thereby 
impacting more people and your business results. For those of you 
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running startups or small, growing companies, firing quickly may save 
your business, particularly when poorly performing employees sit on 
your executive team.

Jeff Hyman, author of the book Recruit Rockstars, is the Chief Talent 
Officer at Chicago-based Strong Suit Executive Search and a professor 
at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management. He wrote 
a provocative article for Forbes titled “You Need to Fire More People.”4 
Although this may be a somewhat shocking opinion for a lot of leaders, 
he’s right. Too many organizations tolerate mediocre and poor perfor-
mance for too long. He and I also agree that, in most cases, people need 
to be given consistent feedback and a fair opportunity to change course. 
If all that fails, we then need to make a firm firing decision and do so as 
humanely as possible. We’ll take a good look at how to fire right later 
on in this chapter.

A lot has been written in favor of “hire slow, fire fast,” and it all 
boils down to one big thing. When the largest percentage of your bud-
get is paying for people, as it is in most organizations, you need those 
resources to be working for you, not against you. We all benefit from 
healthy, growing, high-performing organizations, and we suffer when 
they are bogged down in mediocrity. One person should not be allowed 
to make an entire team struggle or fail. Weigh the realities for the 
greater good in every firing decision, and it might help you get to your 
decision a lot faster.

I love this quote from Greg McKeown from an article in the Harvard 
Business Review: “lacking courage is not the same as having compas-
sion.”5 It’s important to take into consideration how unfair it is for a 
failing employee to receive negative performance feedback over and 
over again rather than helping her get a new start, hopefully in a role 
somewhere else in which she has a better chance of success. Playing 
games with people’s lives is just plain wrong. Moving them around your 
organization like chess pieces is a big mistake when you know they are 
not a good fit for your culture, and frankly, it’s cruel. I’ve witnessed 
leaders telling their direct reports they have to hire a known poor per-
former for any number of upside-down reasons that may sound righteous 
and compassionate, but it isn’t. Instead, it is lacking the courage to do 
what must be done and makes everything worse for both the employee 
and the organization. The reasons may be based on real problems, but 
keeping a poor performer isn’t the solution to excuses like “we’re losing 
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too many women”; “no one else will take him, and we need his wife to 
stay here”; or “maybe she’ll be better on your team than mine.” It’s time 
to step up and deal with the problem of the poor performer.

I once, only once, allowed myself to be cajoled into taking on a trans-
fer of an employee from a colleague who wanted to be rid of her. He 
said, “Roxi, I just don’t trust her, and I’m not sure why.” He genuinely 
believed I would be a better leader for her. He also thought her skill set 
would be useful on my team. He was right; her skills were very useful 
. . . for a while. And he was right; she was untrustworthy. No surprise 
there. I had to fire her.

A picture is worth a thousand words, and a picture that sticks with 
me is a cracked egg with a Band-Aid on it. When an employee is truly 
failing at the job, sometimes there is no putting Humpty Dumpty back 
together again no matter how many patches you attempt. All eyes are 
on you, their leader, to see how you’re going to handle the situation, 
particularly when it’s a senior leader, or a person in a protected class, 
or a well-liked employee who is in the hot seat. You can almost hear 
the whispers—“He’ll never be fired because . . .” Your best employees 
will be aware of the problem and will be troubled. Some may leave if 
they see or believe you are doing nothing, true or not. 

As we discussed in chapter 7, two of the four key employee engage-
ment factors are trusting in the leadership and having a positive and 
supportive work environment. In all my years working with thousands 
of employees and leaders, it is clear that far more people leave because 
of the eroding of trust in management than because they want another 
job. Your staff will trust you more when you deal fairly and quickly 
with problem behaviors and performance; they will stay with you 
longer when their work environment is positive and not being contami-
nated by a rotten egg player. 

FIRE SLOWLY

The other side of the coin can be just as troubling for organizations, 
leaders, and teams for several reasons. When leaders say “goodbye” by 
firing because they believe it to be the only option, special care must be 
taken to do it right. That means slowing down long enough to make sure 
you are proceeding in the right ways. 
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You know the human and financial costs of hiring a new staff mem-
ber, particularly when you have to recruit externally versus hiring from 
within. No doubt you have, during your career, observed or experienced 
the ripple effect, or sometimes tsunami effect, of firing someone. That 
is why, if you have not already done so, I’m inviting you to press pause 
before you fire someone too quickly. Take some time to explore any-
thing you may have overlooked and consider what prevention efforts 
might be possible before there is no chance of turning back the tide. I 
suggest this because acting too fast can be even worse than acting too 
slowly and because I have observed a troubling mind-set in some lead-
ers that I wouldn’t want you to fall prey to.

“We can always fire him if it doesn’t work out, right?” This thought 
can play out in the back of some leaders’ minds, even if it is never said 
out loud. When a firing goes badly, which unfortunately occurs with 
alarming frequency, the human, organizational, and financial costs are 
staggering and often long lasting. When this mind-set is ever present in 
the culture, it is like the sword of Damocles dangling over employees’ 
heads, and it contaminates the entire workplace and culture. 

You may have heard a leader say something like this to an employee, 
“You know your job is up to me, so you better do it my way” or, per-
haps, “If you’re not happy here, there are plenty of people who would 
love to have your job, so . . .” I have heard statements like these and 
much worse. Unfortunately, these are not uncommon attitudes, and 
their very existence creates a toxic culture of fear, low risk, and high 
turnover. 

Being allowed to fire someone at the drop of a hat may also encour-
age some leaders to take shortcuts in problem prevention—hiring right 
and retaining right, for example—especially if they believe they have 
a “get out of jail free card” in their back pocket. In these cases, leaders 
are ignoring, or don’t realize, the potential of the massive financial, 
operational, and human costs that may come rushing in—until it’s too 
late. Klara’s story is a perfect example of this attitude in action and 
what not to do.

Klara’s Story

Klara, a highly visible vice president, decided she wanted to rede-
sign her division quickly by getting rid of about twenty of her lowest 
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performing staff, but she couldn’t be bothered having conversations, 
or ask her supervisors to have conversations, with the people she’d 
targeted. Instead, Klara fired, except for her cabinet, the entire staff of 
more than two hundred people on what some still call their own per-
sonal “Black Friday.”

Klara told the employees they could apply for whatever jobs they 
were interested in from the new list she created, but she had the final 
decision about who got what job. When the massive amount of dust 
settled, many of the finest employees had jumped ship. Word spread 
fast in the industry, and competing organizations snatched up as many 
of the best and the brightest as they could. 

It’s now more than twenty-five years later; several vice presidents 
have come and gone in Klara’s role, but anyone who still works for the 
organization carries that painful story in their cultural DNA and passes 
it on to new generations of employees.

If you have seen or heard the news over the last few years, even on 
occasion, you and the entire world have witnessed a national case study 
of this mind-set in action. The forty-fifth president of the United States 
routinely and publicly fires people whom he has hired with and without 
vetting. He has lauded every one of them as the best, brightest, and 
most respected . . . anywhere on earth. Then, without warning in many 
cases, these supposedly fabulous people are fired unceremoniously by 
text, by proxy, with no notice, with public demonization, and labels like 
“lazy, stupid, and nut cases.” Regardless of your political views or what 
you may think about any single individual on the long, long, long list 
of people fired from many of the highest-ranking positions in the land, 
this behavior sends a devastating message about working for the Office 
of the President, and most likely gives pause to anyone considering a 
career in the federal government.

Firing slowly enough to complete your thorough due diligence in-
creases the likelihood you won’t have missed something important that 
will come back to haunt you. You’ll know it’s too fast when one day, 
for whatever reason(s), you say, “She’s got to go,” and the next day 
she’s gone. Now it may be more than a day, and still be too fast, if you 
haven’t explored your options, had several direct conversations with the 
employee, and documented your concerns. 

It’s not too fast if you hired someone with a ninety-day probationary 
period and at thirty and sixty days, or more often, you’ve been clear 
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and explicit about performance shortcomings. It is not too fast if you’ve 
offered training, coaching, and supervision to help the employee be suc-
cessful over a reasonable period of time. It is too fast if you have done 
little or none of those things. 

Before deciding to fire someone, explore alternatives that could save 
you much of what you’ve already invested in that employee. If the job 
is a bad fit and a different job within the organization has a high prob-
ability of being more successful, then by all means explore that option. 
This isn’t passing the buck, it is creating possibilities that your due 
diligence has unearthed. For instance, if you have an employee who is 
brilliant at working as an individual contributor but horrible at leading 
people and doesn’t really want to be a supervisor after all, then if pos-
sible, it may be worth it to find a way to apply those skills where they 
can add the most value. 

For others, perhaps adjusting the job responsibilities would get better 
results. Extending the probationary period could have a positive effect. 
Would providing a coach or a mentor make a difference? If you make a 
bad hire for this position and that’s why it’s not working, ask yourself 
what attracted you to this employee and if there is a way to leverage 
those qualities in some way that makes good business sense. The point 
is to ask a lot of tough questions before making a too-hasty decision 
that will more than likely impact you, the employee, and everyone con-
nected to that employee, in one way or another. Matt is a good example 
of firing slowly for the right reasons.

Matt’s Story

Matt was a smart, talented, and all around terrific guy. He was doing 
half his job well and the other half horribly. Sylvia, Matt’s boss, had 
spoken with him regularly for three months providing clear expecta-
tions and sharing the metrics he was missing consistently. Each time, 
Matt promised to do better and didn’t ask for any help. Then he dropped 
the ball once again, and it caused several serious problems for the team. 

As much as she hated to do it, Sylvia was ready to fire Matt or reduce 
him to half time. Before she did, Sylvia had one last conversation with 
him where she asked him to describe his dream job. Matt first said he 
didn’t know. Sylvia insisted. Finally, he shared that letting go of all the 
detail work and being allowed to just facilitate groups full time was his 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



194 Hire Right, Fire Right

passion. He’d assumed that wasn’t an option and therefore shouldn’t 
even ask. 

Sylvia was taken aback to hear this for the first time and decided rather 
than fire Matt, they would look for ways to get him fully engaged in the 
work he loved. Sylvia had been ready to say “goodbye” to Matt. Because 
she asked him a key question, and they were able to find a win/win solu-
tion, Matt succeeded in his redesigned job for many years. 

HOW TO FIRE RIGHT

OK, you’ve pressed pause long enough to reach a “Goldilocks” pace 
of not too fast and not to slow. You are certain there is no better op-
tion than to fire this employee. You and I know it’s not going to be fun 
or easy. The good news is that it will be much easier on your nerves 
when you follow my process. It has helped me, and other leaders, feel 
a lot better knowing they fired someone the right way—with accuracy, 
fairness, and grace. Since, even in our highly litigious society, no one 
I have fired has won a lawsuit, arbitration, or even a level-three griev-
ance, I am confident that my process works. It works because of the at-
tention to having a human relational approach and employing rigorous 
due diligence. 

There are five principles that must be included when you are deliver-
ing your decision to involuntarily terminate someone’s employment. 
These principles will give you a higher rate of success as you say 
“goodbye”; I call them the five “BE” principles: BE truthful, BE fair, 
BE clear, BE respectful, and BE smart.

1. BE Truthful

Employees should know exactly why they are being released from 
their job. Tell them the truth. While this may be an “employee at-will” 
position, and is an employer right for nonunion staff in most states (be 
sure to check your state), most employers also have some kind of due 
process written in their HR procedures and policies. Those need to be 
honored and clearly communicated to all employees. 

People fill in blanks with inaccurate and bad news most of the time, 
so don’t leave room for doubt. You do not need to create gaps that may 
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cause more resentment or bad will. Gross misconduct is gross mis-
conduct, and poor performance is poor performance. Sometimes it’s a 
matter of a bad hire or a bad fit and it’s simply time to part ways. Don’t 
embellish and don’t minimize; tell the truth with accuracy, sincerity, 
and kindness. 

There’s nothing wrong with feeling badly for the employee and 
expressing your genuine sadness. Even when I’ve been mad as hell at 
someone for what they’ve done or not done to get him or her fired, I 
know losing a job is a traumatic event and I always feel some sadness 
that it’s come to this. Showing sincere compassion is not a weakness 
in a leader, and it often helps the firing conversation go much more 
smoothly. I’ve actually had some employees thank me for firing them 
(after a few months, mind you); this happened because each one knew 
they were being told the whole truth, and they knew the truth was 
squarely on their shoulders. They were not right for the job, and the 
reasons were clear. These folks went on to do something that suited 
them better and were much happier.

The same truth telling applies to your remaining team members. It’s 
not uncommon for other employees to be irrationally fearful that the 
same will happen to them. Sometimes, there is “survivor guilt” even 
when people are relieved to see someone go. It’s important to be timely 
and honest in accordance with your organization’s policies while be-
ing respectful of the employee who’s leaving. For instance, if I fired 
someone because they violated our organization’s values, I was clear 
about that. I would say something like, “Sam is no longer going to be 
working with us as of . . . I am truly sorry this is the case, and I believe 
it’s the right decision for Sam and for our team because our values were 
not compatible.” Of course, if someone steals something, or is involved 
in workplace violence or sexual harassment, or any single incident that 
requires instant termination, you need to be particularly cautious about 
what you say to others. In cases like that, my response to the team might 
go something like this: “Sam is no longer going to be working with us 
as of . . . I am truly sorry this is the case, but our policies are clear about 
acceptable workplace behaviors and actions and the consequences of 
not adhering to them.” Say no more and be clear that you will not being 
saying more—and then don’t. 

I think you’ll find that referring to your organizational values works 
for most situations. For instance, if someone won’t or can’t work well 
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with others, and you have a value of teamwork, it fits. If someone pur-
posefully cheats on a time card and you have a value of integrity, it fits. 
Take a look at your organizational values (assuming they are widely 
known) and see if you agree that most employee terminations result 
from a violation of your core values. 

2. BE Fair

Fairness is a fundamental human need and expectation that we all have, 
at least in the United States. It is also a major factor in how the em-
ployee and others on your team feel when he or she exits the organiza-
tion. Whether the employee is perceived to have been treated fairly is 
the question upon which everyone makes judgments. 

The way I look at fairness is simple. What would feel fair to me on 
the other side of the table? What would make me feel like I’m not a 
bad person, and that this was just not a right fit? Even if I know I’ve 
done a wrong thing as an employee, do I believe the punishment fits 
the crime? If I’ve worked here successfully for ten years, is any of that 
taken into account as I’m going out the door? Am I the only one be-
ing punished this way? You know this person pretty well by now, so 
consider how this employee needs to hear the news. Put yourself into 
their shoes and imagine what they might be feeling and thinking before 
you cut the cord. 

Before deciding to fire, you must have a heart-to-heart talk with 
yourself. Did you really do your part as their leader? Did you hire well, 
onboard well, offer to help this person develop, provide clear expecta-
tions and success metrics, and provide constructive feedback? Do you 
own any part of this unfortunate situation? If you’ve done everything 
you should have and could have done to help this person be successful, 
and they still didn’t cut it, then sleep easy. If not, you have more work 
to do before you go to sleep and before you fire that person.

Let’s say you are sleeping well and you are thinking of ways to make 
the firing to go as smoothly as possible. Fairness matters in your offer 
if you are providing one. For instance, if it’s reasonable, I offer the 
employee the opportunity to resign versus being fired. I have a resig-
nation letter prepared and waiting for their signature. This isn’t about 
your being right and the employee being wrong. At the end of the day, 
it is about doing what you have to do to remove a person from your 
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workplace with as little trouble, drama, and blowback as possible. It 
is in your best interests for that person to leave your employ with their 
dignity reasonably intact. It’s also about doing everything you can, 
within reason, to lower the risk of that person taking you to court or 
showing up with a weapon to air their grievances. 

While you and that fired employee may disagree about what is or is 
not fair, I recommend that you to do more than you have to, be kinder 
than you have to, and be more gracious than you have to because, in the 
end, that employee will still go away. The only question that remains is 
whether or not they’ll go quietly.

3. BE Clear

Whenever possible, you should have had at least one, and preferably 
several, discussions with your employee where you’ve made it crystal 
clear that their job was on the line and exactly why. If the termination is 
due to an incident of gross misconduct like lying on a resume or stealing 
or sexual harassment, then say that right up front. Of course you need 
indisputable proof of your assertions before saying any of this.

If the person is let go after a lengthy process of attempted improve-
ment, remind them what was discussed and when (and what needed to 
happen by when) and spell out how they didn’t succeed in making the 
changes necessary to continue in their position. Document all of these 
conversations carefully.

Do not get into a lengthy dialogue with the employee about why, who 
else, or what could have been done differently. Do not put yourself in 
a position to have to defend this decision with the employee; it is not 
a negotiation, it’s a final decision. The decision to terminate employ-
ment should have been made with excellent due diligence and should 
not be a surprise. In this conversation, you’re following through with 
what you said would happen. There’s no more “if only” or “what if” to 
be discussed. 

The blame game is a tactic some employees use. “Mary did/didn’t 
do exactly the same as me, and she’s not being fired.” That’s when you 
say, “This conversation and decision isn’t about Mary today—it’s about 
you.” That kind of response puts the conversation right back where it 
belongs without having to speak about Mary at all. You’re being firm 
and clear without being cruel. 
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Cut to the chase, make whatever offer you have decided upon (res-
ignation option, money, severance, reference responses, timing, etc.), 
then stand up, put out your hand, wish the employee well, and, when 
they are ready, walk them to the door. If the employee becomes de-
spondent, is crying, or angry, give him or her some time and space to 
get their emotions together. Do not fill the time with chitchat or more 
conversation about the decision. Be quiet. Crying is a normal human 
reaction to strong emotions, so have a box of tissues on the table and 
take a deep breath while you let your employee cry as long as they 
need to. This will likely be embarrassing to him or her, so just be kind, 
understanding, and human. It isn’t a weakness to show another human 
being your compassion for them. 

4. BE Respectful

Always take the high road. Believe it or not, you could be fair with 
the process and not respectful to the person. Being respectful to the 
employee is not only the right thing to do but also is the smart thing to 
do. It’s a well-known fact that people rarely sue people, including their 
doctors, when they like them and feel they’ve been treated respectfully, 
even when there is ample cause to sue. The opposite is true. People, 
including doctors, are sued without ample cause, far more often when 
the relationships are cold or nonexistent, or when a person feels dis-
respected. Regardless of the circumstances leading to the termination, 
keep in mind that this is a relationship between you and the employee, 
not just a job. This should not feel or be transactional any more than 
hiring should be transactional; it’s about the relationship as much as it’s 
about the job. You are ending it, and you need to acknowledge the pain 
in doing so. It’s in your best interests to keep that relationship respectful 
and professional every step of the way. In other words, never, ever “lose 
it” with an employee or treat a firing like just another transactional task. 
Doing so will come back to haunt you.

This is definitely not the time to say, “I told you so,” or list off all the 
things they could have done differently, or to lecture them about this 
or that. This is also not the time to make yourself feel better about your 
decision by belittling the employee or minimizing their contributions to 
help you feel justified in firing them. It’s not about you; it’s about them. 
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Keep in mind that this person is an adult, and the conversation needs to 
treat them that way.

Have your meeting at a time during the day in which the employee 
will have little exposure to colleagues. You can’t predict what a person 
will do, but you can manage the situation to a large degree. My normal 
practice is to have this conversation at the end of the day to give the 
employee enough time to gather their thoughts and feelings and then 
privately exit the building. There were times when someone just wanted 
to leave immediately and pick up their personal belongings later or have 
them delivered to their home. Some people want to say goodbye to col-
leagues; you need to orchestrate the time and place of that interaction 
on terms you feel good about, particularly if you have not yet been able 
to talk to your team and others who are impacted. 

5. BE Smart

There are emotional aspects of the termination discussion, and there 
are other factors to consider. Might the employee become volatile? Do 
you need security precautions? Should someone from HR or others be 
present in the room? You’ll also need to ensure your exit checklist is 
complete—keys, access, passwords, equipment, credit cards, and such 
must be retrieved or cut off. Your organization should have a solid ter-
mination process to follow to keep you out of legal and any other kind 
of jeopardy. If you haven’t already, make sure to review the Termina-
tion Checklist in the Resources section for this chapter long before you 
begin a termination meeting with an employee.

I once terminated a 350-pound, six-foot-four man whom we observed 
carrying guns in the trunk of his car. We discovered that he also lied 
about a felony record when he applied for the job. That allowed us to 
fire him without having to make a case for the other problems like his 
intimidation of coworkers. His male supervisor, a female HR profes-
sional, and I, the senior director, were all in the room, and we arranged 
for our well-trained and armed security staff to be in plain clothes right 
outside the door. 

It was my job to deliver the news. I could have just fired him for lying 
because we had proof and he had no recourse. Instead, I told him we 
were sorry and disappointed that we could no longer employ him due to 
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his false statements on his application and that was why we were termi-
nating his employment. I offered him a check for a month’s pay to help 
him in this transition. We collected his keys and told him his supervisor 
would help him gather up his belongings and he could take the rest of 
the day off with pay. He had already earned two weeks’ vacation pay, 
so it wasn’t a lot of extra money we were offering. 

At the close of the meeting, he thanked all of us for being so fair 
because we gave him a month’s pay to “get him on his feet.” He shook 
my hand and left immediately without incident. That result was worth 
every penny! 

This was not the first or last time a decision to be responsibly gener-
ous with money paid off for me in a firing situation. While you may 
say, “hell no, they don’t deserve a dime,” consider the rest of your team, 
everyone’s time and trouble, and the disruption an employee can and 
often will cause if they feel they’ve been treated badly. 

Unless your organization specifically forbids it, don’t let money be 
a barrier to removing a troublesome employee. You don’t have to go 
crazy, but don’t be so cheap that you end up spending many times that 
money in lost time, productivity, and morale. Err on the side of being 
generous with severance or “administrative work-from-home” assign-
ments when it’s reasonable and smart to do so. It is almost never worth 
it to be stingy when offering some money (or other transition options) 
could go a long way to making a bad situation turn out a lot better. Hav-
ing said that, when the firing offense is so egregious that you’d rather 
risk a lawsuit, then, by all means, offer nothing of value.

It is the smart thing to take all the time you need to be prepared, to 
know what you’re going to say and do, and to stick to that plan unless 
something truly extraordinary changes your mind. In my experience, 
serious and proper preparation significantly reduces the odds you’ll 
have to change your decision.

Being fired is a terrible experience for the employee and for you, 
even when it is fair, done respectfully, and with grace and integrity. 
Everyone acts differently when they are fired. People cry, they laugh, 
say nothing, go quietly, storm out, threaten this or that, and so on; it just 
depends on what’s going on for them at that moment. Once all is said 
and done, it is the emotions that often wear you down from the start of 
this process through to the finish. It’s important to remember that it’s 
both OK and important for you and the employee to feel what you feel 
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and acknowledge that. We’re all human. Just don’t let your feelings 
about one person, and the pain of that sad conversation, get in the way 
of doing what has to be done and doing it right.

LAYOFFS

The layoff conversation is nearly as tough as a firing one. In most lay-
off situations, the leaders know well ahead of time what’s coming and 
when. It’s nearly always based on a business reason that someone in 
management has decided must happen. It requires a plan to be put into 
place and implemented, and it signals the closure of an employment 
relationship with one or more employees. It is beyond the employee’s 
control and may even be beyond the direct leader’s control. 

The five “BEs” are as relevant in a layoff as in a firing, although they 
may be rolled out differently. For instance, if jobs are being eliminated, 
you should be able to give employees a heads up to give them time to 
look for another position. In the best-case scenario, your valued em-
ployees will be assisted in finding another position within or outside 
your organization. I always advise to provide as much time and finan-
cial support as possible in a layoff situation. It can buy you goodwill 
with employees and other stakeholders.

Layoff talk spreads like wildfire in any organization. To prevent 
misinformation, rumors, and gossip from getting a firm grip on your 
highly efficient grapevine, head them off fast. I was once required to 
implement a top-down “workforce planning” process with no input 
from those of us affected. I didn’t like it one bit, as you can imagine. 
I used what authority I had to calm the waters with our staff. Instead 
of letting rumors and fear spread, I met with everyone involved im-
mediately and told them we were required to reduce by two full-time 
equivalents. I also said that I didn’t believe either of those needed to 
happen through layoffs.

We created a diverse task force to produce a plan that would meet 
the requirement through vacancies, reassignments, job sharing, reduced 
work week, and such—anything but layoffs. I knew we could get cre-
ative and find solutions. And we did. The task force included people 
who were most likely affected. They got deep into the weeds and fig-
ured out how to absorb one vacant position and reassign the second one 
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to another part of the organization. This was a major change effort that 
worked because we did it together, with full transparency, and by telling 
the whole truth to everyone involved.

If you have no choice but to lay people off, tell them the truth as early 
as possible and be fair, clear, respectful, and smart. In being smart, also 
consider that you may want to rehire a valued laid-off employee down 
the road. Keep the door open by conducting a respectful closure process 
and staying in communication from time to time. Being able to rehire 
someone you already know and trust will save you a ton of time and 
money, so do everything you can to help the laid-off employee land in 
a good place, including being as generous with severance as you can.

When a fired or laid-off employee applies for another job, it’s im-
portant to know what your organization’s policies say about providing 
references to another employer. Most businesses have their own layoff 
policies and procedures, so I will not attempt to guess yours. Take a 
look at those policies before you need to put them into action and be 
well prepared for the conversation with your employee. Consult with 
an HR professional if you are not sure. You and the employee may be 
able to agree about what you’ll say; if not, be clear with the employee 
about what you’re able and willing to say and do. 

In most cases, employers are not legally prohibited from telling 
another employer the truth about a firing or layoff. You can share the 
reasons you let someone go. Many employers are cautious about sharing 
information that might be harmful to a former worker for fear of legal 
repercussions. That can lead to HR policies that limit what is shared to 
dates of employment and job titles. You cannot make false statements or 
exaggerate the reasons for termination and thereby damage someone’s 
reputation with inaccurate information. Do that and you could have a 
defamation lawsuit on your hands, particularly with high-profile posi-
tions in large, wealthy organizations. While this type of lawsuit is fairly 
rare, the best solution is to simply tell the truth without any fanfare. 

There are also federal and state laws about layoffs that you must obey. 
The federal government has a notice requirement law that requires an 
employer to provide its employees with adequate notice when it plans to 
go out of business or lay off a large number of people. The law is called 
the Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification Act (WARN Act).6

And finally, regardless of the reason someone is leaving, make sure 
you do not neglect the rest of your employees. They will undoubtedly 
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have questions, even if they don’t express them to you directly. They 
will want to know how this change affects their jobs, workload, and the 
team dynamic. Create a plan, include them as much as possible, and 
keep the lines of communication open. 

As I mentioned earlier, there is a more detailed Termination and 
Resignation Checklist in the Resources section for this chapter. I hope 
you’ll find it useful as a guide to save you time and effort, as well as 
prevent mistakes. It’s a valuable tool to use for any employee departure, 
involuntary or voluntary. In the meantime, as closure to this chapter, 
here’s a quick termination checklist of things to be certain that you 
consider.

Quick Termination Checklist

• Predetermine the content and the appropriate time, place, and person 
(or people) who will be involved.

• Be prepared for the face-to-face conversation with a formal letter of 
resignation, firing, or layoff.

• Decide who should be in the meeting and if there are any security 
risks.

• Collect company property (keys, car, cell phone, computer, credit 
cards, etc.).

• Sever IT access.
• Complete paperwork (payroll, address, benefits, immigration, any 

contracts or legal documents required, etc.).
• Provide a reference check approval letter for signature (what you will 

or won’t say).
• Ensure rigorous record keeping (for all relevant reports, e-mails, let-

ters, documentation, etc.).
• Determine any impact on facilities and workspaces.

As we turn to chapter 11, we’ll find that a voluntary “goodbye” is a 
much happier one in most cases. This kind of goodbye is also important 
to do right. You’ll want anyone leaving your organization to exit on as 
high a note as possible, to choose to speak in positive terms about you 
and your business to others inside and outside your walls, and maybe 
even to return one day to another position. It seems fitting to end the 
“Closure = Fire Right” section on a happy note!
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Chapter Eleven

When It’s Really Over
Part 2—Voluntary Closure

If you’re brave enough to say goodbye, life will reward you with 
another hello.

—Paulo Coehlo

CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR NEW JOB!

Voluntary departures can happen for a host of reasons, such as joining 
another employer, staying home to care for children or elder family 
members, moving elsewhere with a partner or spouse, becoming an 
entrepreneur, or even getting promoted in the same or another part of 
the organization. Departures can also be a result of employees being 
unhappy about their leader, their coworkers, the culture, the pay, the 
working conditions, the lack of challenge, and the lack of develop-
ment or opportunity for promotion, among other things. When you’re 
vigilant with all the material we covered in the section “Retention = 
Nurture Right,” the latter are all issues you will likely discover before 
it’s too late and someone decides to leave. When you’re relational 
versus transactional with your employees, they’ll often tell you far 
more about what they’re thinking and feeling. If you’re having regular 
conversations with your staff, and you’ve developed a trusting rela-
tionship, you’ll be able to detect the things that are and aren’t working 
for them. Pay attention.
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When an employee you value surprises you with this news, it can 
feel like a painful gut punch. Knowing what to say in that moment can 
be a challenge. With any luck, you’ll have had some prior indication 
this might happen, but sometimes you don’t. It’s fine to ask questions 
about why the employee is leaving and where they are going, but don’t 
interrogate them. Most people leave to move on to another job. No 
matter whether you were surprised or not, it’s important to offer your 
congratulations and to stay calm and professional. 

That’s not quite what happened early in my career at Cornell. After 
four years on the job, I told my boss I had been offered another position 
at the university. He did not congratulate me. Instead, he was sarcastic 
and condescending and said I would regret it. He tried to talk me out 
of leaving because, according to him, the new job would be hell and 
no fun at all. The truth was that he didn’t want me to leave because he 
knew I was doing half his job as well as my own. He was furious at me 
for leaving, and I was positive I’d never consider working anywhere 
near him again.

While you may wonder what you could have done to keep your em-
ployee, don’t get stuck there. You can, of course, ask if there is anything 
you can do to change their mind, but don’t continue on that course if 
it’s clear they have accepted the new position and moved on mentally 
and emotionally. What you can do is show them how much they are 
appreciated, assuming it’s true.

After you and your employee have documented the resignation with 
a signed and dated letter, along with all other due diligence required for 
a departure, you will need to agree upon the way the two of you will 
announce it. It might be the employee sharing at a team meeting and 
then a wider e-mail distribution that you send. If the employee wants to 
include personal contact information and other details of the move, that 
is their decision, not yours. Before they go, you’ll need to work together 
to figure out if, how, and when to wrap up projects, any loose ends, and 
any reasonable transfer of duties to someone else. 

Finally, decide together if there is going to be a farewell event to gra-
ciously send off your staff member. Not everyone will want an event, 
preferring perhaps to have an informal gathering or lunch with a few 
close colleagues. Others will cherish a larger gathering with a wider 
group, particularly if they have a good amount of organizational tenure. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 When It’s Really Over: Part 2 207

Personally, I loved all my farewell parties, the laughter, the “roasting” 
Roxi stories (of which there were many!), and the silly as well as the 
lovely parting gifts. I still cherish the words and the faces of each group 
of my colleagues. So ask, don’t assume, what a departing employee 
would like as a farewell gesture, and then plan it with a few people who 
can make it special. People may leave a job, but that does not mean 
they’ve left their relationships behind.

One of my most productive, bright, and valued employees dropped 
by my office unexpectedly, sat down, and started to cry. In short order, 
I discovered she was crying because she felt so badly about telling me 
she was leaving in two weeks. Then I wanted to cry! I hadn’t seen it 
coming at all. It turned out that she had been head hunted by a recruit-
ing firm and was offered a more senior job in another city for much 
more money than we could pay. It wasn’t about lack of support or 
development or anything we could provide. She loved her job, but she 
also knew we didn’t have a similar job or the money, and she needed 
to move on for her family’s sake and to advance her career. No argu-
ment there. 

The way we parted had everything to do with the way our relation-
ship continued into the future. We collaborated with a few clients; we 
presented at a conference together; I helped her with a huge project; she 
referred me to a big client, and so on. 

If you have no idea why someone is leaving, and they won’t tell you, 
you might ask them to help you and your team be more aware and pro-
active in keeping great people by providing a confidential exit interview 
with someone else in the organization, perhaps someone who works 
in Human Resources (HR). It’s so important to know why someone is 
leaving and not assume it’s just better pay or a better job. There is usu-
ally something more to the story and finding out what that is could help 
prevent more losses.

The moral of the story here is this: don’t burn your bridges, get re-
sentful, angry, or spiteful when you lose a great employee to another 
employer. Be happy and even proud of them for their success; after all, 
you had something to do with it. You never know what might show 
up down the road, so continue to build bridges with former employees 
when and where you can. Your paths are likely to cross somewhere, 
sometime, so always take the high road.
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CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR RETIREMENT!

When someone retires, it usually means they have several years of their 
life invested in your organization. While it’s true that someone could 
retire after working only a short time for you, it’s not the norm. Let’s 
assume the retiring person has a history with your organization that 
could be great, just OK, or mediocre. You may be sad to see them go 
and concerned about the institutional knowledge that will go with them, 
or you may be relieved. In any case, you need to honor your retiring 
employees and be gracious. 

Never ask someone, “When do you plan to retire?” This question will 
likely be interpreted as an attempt to push someone out, which could 
land you in an age discrimination suit. You can ask any employee the 
generic question, “What are your plans for the next three to five years?” 
as part of your ongoing conversations about the future. Then, you’ll 
need to work with whatever answer you receive. You can have early 
and phased retirement options that are voluntary and generally available 
to employees who are age fifty-five and over. You can have workforce 
planning discussions with your team, and you can certainly discuss the 
subject of proactive succession planning with anyone, all without ask-
ing anyone, “So, what are your retirement plans?”

Mandatory retirement is illegal under the Age Discrimination Em-
ployment Act1 unless there is a “Bona Fide Occupational Qualification 
(BFOQ) or they are age 65 and are a ‘Bona Fide Executive’ or in a 
‘High Policymaking Position.’”2 I recommend doing your research 
before going down this road. The rules are so specific that there is no 
value in digging around in the details here. Every case requires a deep 
review before having this conversation with an employee, so I advise 
caution. Even if you believe your position is defensible, think some 
more. No one is going to take kindly to being pushed out of a job they 
want to keep. Take your time and make sure you are approaching this 
situation for the right reasons and in the right way.

Demonstrating your appreciation for your retirees is really in your 
best interests. You may be asking them to partner with you in planning 
strategies for a graceful exit, and when they are feeling valued and en-
gaged, you and your organization benefit. You may even want to keep 
them engaged in some way, such as a coach, mentor, or consultant. 
Everything we covered in voluntary resignations applies to retirees. It is 
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the human element that matters most because this transition is all about 
a person’s livelihood as well as a huge chunk of their professional and 
personal identity. Showing kindness and respect will go a long way to 
ensure a positive “goodbye.”

By creating a fitting farewell for long-serving employees, you will be 
sending a message to the entire organization about your traditions, cul-
ture, gratitude, and how much you value people for their service. Each 
retiree should have significant input into how they want the acknowl-
edgment of their retirement to happen. The range of choices goes from 
one extreme to the other with a lot of options in between. There will be 
people who are really excited about leaving. Others are retiring before 
they really want to for one reason or another. Your retiree may want 
absolutely nothing to happen, or they may want a big bash or something 
in between. You won’t know without asking. 

No matter how the goodbye is celebrated, keep in mind that memo-
ries are at least as important as parties and gifts for someone who is 
walking away from a life they’ve known for decades—a life of work, a 
community of colleagues, and a sense of purpose and meaning. What-
ever you can do to create tangible and intangible positive reflections of 
this person’s contributions to your organization and to other people will 
be cherished. Options might include a memory book, awards, plaques, 
songs, poems, posters, videos, photo albums, and speakers who matter 
to the retiree. The list is as big as your imagination. 

Being gracious and thoughtful with your meaningful goodbyes is as 
important to your organization’s culture as providing meaningful “hel-
los” at the start of someone’s relationship with you. It’s worth your time 
and effort to do it right.

SAVING YOUR BRAIN TRUST

There is an urgent consideration for employers today when we look 
squarely in the eye of the country’s demographics. Ten thousand people 
are turning sixty-five years old every single day! One-third of today’s 
workforce is made up of baby boomers. HR professionals are scram-
bling to curb the damage caused by massive employee retirements. The 
average loss is around forty years of working knowledge and experi-
ence per retiree. Think about that; if you have ten people retire from 
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your organization this year, you will lose four hundred years of wisdom 
unless you capture it!

There are three huge retiree challenges for employers today: loss of 
knowledge, skill gaps, and the cost of delayed retirements. The latter 
may seem contrary to the first two—and it is. Delayed retirement can 
and often does cost 1–1.5 percent of your entire workforce budget when 
people delay retirement by only one year. 

We are faced with a balancing act between having too many people 
delay retirement for financial or other reasons and losing too many 
people without planning for the knowledge and skill gaps that are going 
to happen without intervention. You could even be experiencing both at 
the same time with different people! Once those people go out the door, 
and they all will eventually, organizations that have not addressed the 
gap problems are at a severe disadvantage. 

There are good business reasons to prepare your organization for 
someone’s retirement and to consider variations and options to a full 
retirement that you might want to offer. Knowledge transfer takes time, 
a conscious process, and effort on everyone’s part, so plan accordingly. 
No matter what methods you use—mentorship, job sharing, job shad-
owing, cross-training, or other techniques—it is important to engage 
your upcoming retirees and help them share the what, how, and why of 
the work they do. Employees with long tenure have many relationships 
throughout the organization and a treasure trove of knowledge. If you 
don’t already have a robust knowledge-sharing process and a way to 
document important information across the organization to prevent gaps 
and silos, at the very least, you’ll need to ask your retiring employee to 
share and document as much knowledge as possible before it’s lost. 

Once you are having conversations with an employee about their 
retirement transition, it’s important to learn what you can about the re-
tiree’s postretirement plans. Some people want to just be done and out, 
end of story. Others may be interested in staying connected to your or-
ganization in some capacity, such as working as a part-time consultant, 
being a mentor to younger employees, or working on a specific project. 
Whether the job held by the retiree remains essentially the same, or 
changed in some way, your retirees may be able to add value. 

Being proactive with both sides of this coin will serve you and your 
organization well. There are at least four solutions I offer my clients that 
can be mixed and matched depending on what is already in place in the 
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organization versus what is missing and needed. Our goal is to keep the 
engine humming while the tires are being rotated. 

1. Phased-Retirement Program: There is a lot to be said for “phased 
retirement” from both the employee’s and employer’s perspectives. 
It’s also possible for a retiree to be tapped to fill in as an interim for 
a vacant position. This happens frequently in government, business, 
public schools, and higher education posts while a search process is 
under way, such as a permanent agency head, COO, superintendent, 
dean, or president. For retirees, alternative work arrangements can 
keep important social and professional relationships alive. These 
are often the hardest things to lose as one retires. There may also be 
a renewed sense of purpose for the retiree along with some supple-
mental income. For the employer, a part-time retiree can help ease 
the transition, cost less, and continue to add value. The goal is to 
strategically transition employees from full-time work to full-time 
retirement from the organization over a mutually agreeable time 
period by identifying and orchestrating desirable options that are 
beneficial to the retiree and the employer.

2. Succession Planning: This systematic process prepares employees 
for future vacant positions and may include a number of strategies, 
such as cross-training, job sharing, and job shadowing. Succession 
planning can apply to nearly everyone and certainly everyone in key 
roles. There needs to be a plan and method in place so high-potential 
employees have time to learn from their colleagues and get ready to 
step into those roles when the time comes. A good succession plan 
helps prevent vacancies from going unfilled for too long.

3. Mentoring Program: This can be a formal or informal program for 
preretirement and high-potential younger employees to improve 
multigenerational collaboration and bridge knowledge and skills 
gaps while developing employees with the help of seasoned staff or 
external mentors. Experienced employees need to believe that it’s 
an essential, and highly valued, part of their job to help develop and 
train the younger generation. Younger employees need to know it’s 
their job to learn from their more experienced colleagues. Leaders 
who create and model a culture that honors experience and knowl-
edge will minimize ageism attitudes in the workplace, particularly 
during retiree transitions. 
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4. The Encore Program®: This is a proprietary and customized ben-
efit program for preretirement employees to support and encourage 
successful transition to retirement. Many retirees are lost when they 
leave their job; they have questions like the following: What’s next? 
How do I stay in control of my life? Who do I want to be after retire-
ment? What gives me a sense of purpose and meaning? My business 
partners and I surveyed this age group and found three consistent 
needs across gender, race, and income brackets. Retirees want a 
strategy or road map to help them envision possibilities and take ac-
tion during this huge transition in their lives, a community of people 
going through similar challenges, and professional coaching sup-
port to help them create a new life they feel good about. It’s not just 
about financial planning. Life planning is where they need guidance 
that they are not currently getting. When only 30 percent of retirees 
are having “what’s next?” conversations with family members, and 
when there is a 40 percent higher risk of depression and a 60 percent 
increased risk of serious illness when retirees are without a positive 
life transition plan, there’s a ballooning problem for our society that 
needs to be solved. Employers can support retirees in making this 
huge life transition a positive one and provide this kind of benefit 
before people retire.

I mentioned cross-training in terms of succession earlier. There are 
more advantages to cross-training. Having this as a normal part of your 
business strategy can also help prevent parochialism and silo building. 
Cross-training is a smart business strategy for ongoing knowledge shar-
ing organization wide; you don’t need an upcoming retirement to justify 
such a program. In an upcoming retiree situation, your most tenured 
staff can be of great assistance in helping spread knowledge and skills 
throughout the organization, and they might enjoy being given that 
opportunity.

Whether you decide to put in place phased retirement, succession 
planning, mentoring, an Encore Program®, or knowledge sharing and 
cross-training programs, you should conduct a retirement assessment at 
least annually so you can estimate and prepare for the staffing and gap 
challenges that can arise with upcoming retirements. Your assessment 
should include talking with seasoned employees about what their three- 
to five-year plans are and to fully understand what they actually do and 
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how they do it rather than depending on what their job description says, 
especially because it’s likely to be way out of date. 

SAD FAREWELLS

When an employee leaves a job because of an unfortunate situation, 
such as a long-term illness, disability, accident, family crisis, it is so 
very important that the employer, leader, and colleagues demonstrate 
kindness, compassion, and understanding. Your employee likely had no 
control over this outcome and, yet, has to leave their job and livelihood 
because of it. This is the time to step way up and offer every method of 
help you have at your disposal. 

One of my clients ordered the company’s private jet to fly a long-
time staff member across the country when her adult child was suddenly 
killed and there were no commercial flights that could get her to him 
that day. She didn’t report to my client directly, and she hadn’t done 
anything more remarkable than being an excellent employee. My client 
simply put himself in her shoes and made the call. This story is still 
mentioned to new hires by long-time staff, and it is deeply embedded 
in the culture as part of “who we are.”

Visiting hospital beds, organizing food drives, and offering a leave 
of absence versus a resignation are examples of compassionate re-
sponses. My guidepost is to put myself squarely in my employee’s 
shoes and ask, “What would I need and want from my employer that 
would most help me with this situation?” And then, of course, ask the 
employee what he or she wants and needs, and then do your best to 
help.

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) provides an alterna-
tive to resignation for an employee and employer. The FMLA entitles 
eligible employees of covered employers to take unpaid, job-protected 
leave for specified family and medical reasons with continuation of 
group health insurance coverage under the same terms and conditions 
as if the employee had not taken leave.3 Some employers allow other 
employees to donate paid time off (PTO), or equivalent, to a colleague 
to supplement the employee’s disability, sick leave, vacation, or other 
paid time off to offset unpaid time off the employee would have to bear 
alone. FMLA-eligible employees are entitled to the following:
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Once again, being gracious and thoughtful is what matters the most. 
Take the time, consider the circumstances, and be as helpful and sup-
portive as possible, both from the organization’s perspective and in 
your own relationship with your suffering staff member. Tomorrow it 
could be you or someone close to you in a similar situation. It’s simple, 
just do the right things—and I’m sure you’ll know or can find out ex-
actly what these things are.

We’ve reached the end of section C, “Closure = Fire Right.” What a 
journey! It’s time now to turn the page for a few closing thoughts. 

Family and Medical Leave Act

Twelve work weeks of leave in a twelve-month period for 

1. the birth of a child and to care for the newborn child within one 
year of birth;

2. the placement with the employee of a child for adoption or foster 
care and to care for the newly placed child within one year of 
placement;

3. the care of the employee’s spouse, child, or parent who has a serious 
health condition;

4. a serious health condition that makes the employee unable to per-
form the essential functions of his or her job;

5. any qualifying exigency arising out of the fact that the employee’s 
spouse, son, daughter, or parent is a covered military member on 
“covered active duty”; or

6. twenty-six work weeks of leave during a single 12-month period to 
care for a covered service member with a serious injury or illness if 
the eligible employee is the service member’s spouse, son, daughter, 
parent, or next of kin (military caregiver leave).
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Conclusion

If you think you can do a thing, or think you can’t do a thing, you’re 
right.

—Henry Ford

Well, here we are at the end of this journey together. This work can 
seem, and truly be, daunting at times, but I also know you can do it, 
and I also believe that you will feel better and lead better when you do. 
We’ve completed our exploration of ARC (Acquisition, Retention, and 
Closure), which is every employee’s story, including yours and mine. 
During our careers, all of us have likely experienced being hired or not, 
nurtured and developed or not, and have left an organization of our own 
choice, or were fired or laid off. This is what happens in the world of 
work unless you have, since your first day of work, been without a boss. 
It is therefore safe to say that all we’ve talked about within these pages 
touches nearly everyone’s life, one way or another, sooner or later.

As we’ve explored the ARC of an employee’s work life, we’ve been 
close to the action and focused on the details that make it all happen. 
When we look at it from a mile-high view, there are five tenets that 
form the foundation of the three systems within ARC:

1. Everything in ARC is relational not transactional. 
2. Success in every part of ARC depends on using proven processes 

proactively versus reactively.
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3. What and how you do every step of ARC speaks volumes about your 
style of leadership and the work culture you want demonstrated in 
your workplace and on your team.

4. You can’t afford to ignore or fast-track any part of ARC.
5. Your success is 100 percent dependent on the success of your people 

during every step of ARC.

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?

Leading people within all aspects of ARC is your job, and you are al-
ready doing it. The question is this: How are you doing it? When you 
hire and retain the right people in the right jobs doing the right things, 
you, your team, and your work will flourish. This is just common sense, 
and we all know it. And, of course, the reverse is true.

You, like most of us, have plenty of priorities on your plate. And yet, 
if everything is a priority, nothing is a priority. People must be  your 
first priority as a leader, and  managing ARC well becomes a brilliant 
strategic and competitive advantage in any enterprise. So few people 
do it well that you will far outshine those who don’t. No matter what 
your career goals are, as long as you choose  to be a leader of people, 
everything we’ve covered in these pages will advance you and your 
work. I can promise you that.

During the writing of this book (and my first book), I learned a lot, 
and I deepened my commitment to helping leaders navigate and master 
those things that matter the most. In Lead Like It Matters . . . Because 
It Does, I delved deeply into Personal Mastery, Interpersonal Mastery, 
Team Mastery, and Culture and Systems Mastery. In writing this book, 
I wanted to provide laser-focused tools for your leadership toolbox as 
you undertake the work you’re doing with ARC. When you lead like it 
matters and when you hire, nurture, and fire right, you’ve got a winning 
combination that will serve you well wherever in the world you work. 

Most of us would like to leave where we work better than we found 
it. We want our contributions to be meaningful and hope to leave a posi-
tive legacy wherever we have touched the lives and work of others. If 
you’re reading this now, you’re one of those people, and it’s been my 
honor to spend this time with you! 
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Afterword

Dear readers,

Since submitting Hire Right, Fire Right to my editor at the close of 
2019, our entire world and all the people who live and work in our 
world have had their lives turned inside out and upside down. Very 
few of the billions of people living on this planet, if any, have been 
untouched by the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic and social 
fallout it has and will continue to cause. I liken this virus to a spark that 
falls on a tinderbox while no one is looking, creating a disaster that fuels 
many more. There are big lessons here for all of us to learn and integrate 
into our future behaviors and decisions, no matter where we live and 
work. If you are a leader, there are even more lessons to be learned from 
what has and has not worked around the world.

COVID-19, an invisible enemy, was just the beginning of what has 
become a series of massive economic, political, and social disruptions. 
As I write this in June 2020, our country is in the midst of a long over-
due reawakening to the racial, social, and economic injustices that are 
and have been pervasive for hundreds of years—in government, health-
care, workplaces, law enforcement, schools, and communities. I do 
have hope, though, because huge disruptions always offer new incen-
tives to innovate, soul search, discover, and redefine what it means to 
be human and what kind of world we want to create with the immense 
talent and creativity humans can muster. It’s not for nothing that Plato’s 
quote, “necessity is the mother of invention,” has stood the test of time. 
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The question is not can we learn? but will we learn? and then act on 
that learning?

Given our current challenges, I believe this book may matter more, 
and be even more useful today than ever before. Most of us need to 
work, and people will always need to work in thousands of jobs doing 
thousands upon thousands of things for ourselves, our families, and 
for the stakeholders who depend on us to deliver. Most likely, you are 
both an employee and an employer. You will continue to be in relation-
ships with those employees you are Acquiring, Retaining, or bringing 
to Closure. It may be less or more than your old normal, but work will 
continue to happen and will need people to get the work done.

One thing is for sure—you really, really, really can’t afford to make 
a bad hire right now, as human and financial resources are shifting 
daily. The employment landscape is changing, laws have and will con-
tinue to change, expectations and attitudes will change. Nothing will be 
“business as usual” for a long time, maybe ever, and that reality must 
inform how you invest in the people who work for and with you.

The people looking for work may be particularly numerous for a 
time, but it won’t last. And beyond that, they will leave you as soon as 
they can if it’s not a right fit, if the culture isn’t welcoming, and if you 
don’t treat them well. This truth still holds true—the highest-potential 
employees, the hardest working, the most determined . . . often get to 
choose where they work and for whom. So, if you want the best, you 
and your organization need to be your collective best.

Here are some practical questions for you to consider. Take your 
time. Some of these questions may be more relevant than others or may 
stimulate ones of your own. I offer them to help you to be mindful as 
you navigate these uncertain waters and to create a higher likelihood 
that you will hire and retain your most valuable asset—your dedicated, 
hard-working, talented people.

• What do you expect from your leaders? This can inform what others 
need from you.

• What do your staff members need and expect from you? How do 
you know?

• How will this pandemic, economic crisis, and social unrest affect 
your recruitment, hiring, and development of future new hires, pro-
motions, and job assignments?
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• In what ways can you tap into the creativity and talent you have 
available to help reinvent, reimagine, reinvigorate, and redesign how 
you move forward?

• How deeply have you looked within your organization to find high-
potential employees, particularly those in protected classes—and 
have you made proactive efforts to develop, coach, and mentor this 
talent?

• How transparent have you been in telling employees what you know, 
and don’t know, about what they can expect from you moving for-
ward?

• How will a virtual workplace change your workforce dynamics? 
Consider what is gained and what is lost.

• What conversations are you having about conscious and unconscious 
bias in your workplace, community, and home?

• What are you doing to plan for another massive crisis that could arise 
in the near or not-so-distant future?

• How educated, informed, and aware are you about the history and to-
day’s realities of being Black or Hispanic in America’s workplaces?

• How are you—or are you—having social unrest conversations in 
meetings, boardrooms, and on teams? If not, what can you do to 
learn how to have those often uncomfortable but vitally necessary 
conversations?

• What written and unwritten cultural messages are ever present in 
your organization and in your teams? Are they inclusive or exclu-
sive messages? How do you know? If you don’t know, safely and 
confidentially ask people of color, with disabilities, women, older 
employees, younger employees, etc., what they have seen and heard 
that makes your culture and workplace either welcoming or not.

• How much heart versus head is showing up in your decisions, in 
meetings, and in conversations with employees? Are you paying at-
tention? How’s your empathy showing up?

• How are you addressing the likelihood of trauma, depression, anxi-
ety, and pain that your employees may be experiencing?

• Are you keeping in touch with employees you’ve lost to layoffs or 
furloughs; if so, how and how much?

• How are YOU taking care of YOU so YOU have the bandwidth and 
clarity to take care of those you lead?
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Everything I’ve written in this book repeatedly highlights the need for 
all of us to be relational vs. transactional in our dealings with other 
people. It’s not only the right thing to do; it’s the smart thing to do.

I close this letter to you, dear readers, with just one more question: 
What does it mean to you to be human? How do you bring your answer 
into recruiting, hiring, retaining, and bringing closure with staff? What-
ever it means to you, I hope you will bring your best human self to work 
every day in every way. I promise you’ll lead a much more productive, 
fulfilling, and joyful life. As we all know, nobody gets out of here alive, 
so my wish for you is that your heart and head work together to give you 
the balance, wisdom, grace, and peace you deserve.

In gratitude and hope,
Roxi
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Resources

CHAPTER 2

Internet Resources for Recruiting and Posting Jobs

Most companies are still finding the most qualified candidates through 
referrals and their own company career sites. In an article in Forbes, 
Jacquelyn Smith wrote, “It turns out that job applications who come 
in through internal sources get the same number of interviews as ones 
from outside. However, internal sources, such as employee referrals, 
inside hires, walk-ins and a company’s career site, produce almost twice 
the number of hires as external ones, which include job search engines, 
job boards, print advertising, and job fairs.”1

Hiring and accepting a job are relational activities, not transactional! 
Even in our massively connected information age, it is still all about 
people connecting to people and having relationships. And that means 
it’s always going to matter “who you know” and “who knows you” be-
cause that’s still what creates the most hires. Internal employee referrals 
continue to be a big source of new hires particularly because, first, can-
didates coming through that channel generally have a heads up about 
the culture and the players and, second, they have done their research 
about the organization. This means their retention rates are typically 
higher than average because these folks tend to know more about the 
job and the business before they even apply. 
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That isn’t a flat-out argument against using the internet’s power to 
connect employers, jobs, and candidates. External recruiters do it all the 
time and with reasonable success, and you can, too. As of this writing, 
the following online sites are highly rated for employers and would-be 
employees. You’ll still have to shop around to see if an online aggrega-
tor or job board is right for your situation. Some are free, and some are 
not. Look for sites that post your job openings and engage candidates 
in the content. It’s a lot like shopping for anything else—that “job 
store” has to be appealing and user friendly to get the best candidates’ 
attention.

Top-Rated Aggregators: Aggregators pull together results from 
employer job boards, newspapers’ job sections, company career pages, 
recruiter sites, and more; they can save a lot of time with one-stop shop-
ping for candidates.

• Indeed: Indeed started in 2004 and was the trailblazer for all job 
search engines and is still the largest. Indeed keeps expanding glob-
ally and is now available in 19 different country-specific versions.

• CareerBuilder: CareerBuilder has been around for more than 20 
years, and it is one of the biggest job boards. Its robust search func-
tion allows you to filter by several criteria, including location, job 
title, and pay range. Job seekers can upload their resumes in any for-
mat. CareerBuilder partners with news media around the country and 
collects job listings from them. The site also provides career advice 
and resources for job candidates.

• SimplyHired: It looks and feels like Indeed, but SimplyHired has 
more add-on applications that connect you to social media for easy 
sharing and research on the jobs you find. Available in 17 countries 
worldwide, SimplyHired is a job search engine that collects job list-
ings from all over the web, including company career pages, job 
boards, and niche job websites. They claim to list job openings from 
700,000 unique employers and operate job search engines in 24 
countries and 12 languages.

• Careerjet: A similar application to Indeed, Careerjet claims to scan 
more than 58,000 websites daily, and it’s available in more than 50 
countries and in 20 languages. 

• LinkedIn/Jobs: This professional network now hosts a huge job 
board that scrapes career sites and job postings on the internet. 
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• Google for Jobs: Google for Jobs aggregates job listings from mul-
tiple search engines. It’s easy to use. Candidates can use key phrases 
like “teaching jobs” to get a list of available positions and click to go 
directly to the job listing and apply. One key benefit of using Google 
for Jobs is that it eliminates redundant results and displays only one 
listing for an open position.

Job Boards and Other Media: One of the most common ways 
today’s job seekers find employment opportunities is by using online 
sources. There are hundreds of job boards, both generic and niche, as 
well as the aggregators, social media channels, networking groups, and 
staffing company websites to choose from.

• Monster.com: Monster.com began in 1994 and was one of the first 
commercial websites. Today, it offers services in more than 40 coun-
tries. Monster.com allows job seekers to upload their resumes to its 
site. It also provides networking boards, company profiles, a resume 
review service, and a mobile app. 

The rest of these job boards do much the same as Monster.com in their 
own way and some with their own specific niche. 

• Job 
• ZipRecruiter 
• MightyRecruiter
• Robert Half
• Ladders (jobs with salaries of $100,000 or more)
• Glassdoor (now allows employers to market their companies)
• Dice (tech jobs)
• Facebook Marketplace

Pre-Search Checklist

Position Storybook

• Review the current job/position description in detail and critically 
answer these questions:
 ° Why do you need this position?
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 ° What do you need in this position now that has changed from the 
past? 

 ° What impact does this position have on others’ work? 
 ° What are the absolutes for education, experience, and KSAs 

(knowledge, skills, and abilities) that you know are essential for 
any candidate to succeed? 

 ° What are the “nice to haves” you would like to see and why? 
 ° How should this position fit within the organization’s organiza-

tional chart?
 ° Final check: What, if anything, is still missing or should be re-

moved from the new position description?
 ° Describe what success looks like.
 ° Is it welcoming and inclusive or exclusive?
 ° Is the language clear and explicit enough?
 ° Are the all the expectations and requirements clear, including 

values-based expectations?
 ° Is it interesting to candidates?

Scorecards

• Determine all requirements you have of all your candidates.
• Evaluate assessments to ensure they are instruments authorized for 

use in hiring and not biased by gender, age, race, religion, or ethnic-
ity. 

• Do not use 360 assessments or self-scoring personality or style in-
struments for the purpose of hiring. 

Your Team and Your Strategy

• Establish your Search Team and your search process plan. 
• Define your search strategy and identify your most promising means 

and methods for attracting the candidates.

Recruitment Firm Checklist Questions

• Cost 
• Timing 
• Quality 
• Offer acceptance 
• Sustainability 
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• Pool potential 
• Inclusion 
• Relationship 
• Guarantees 

For additional resources on choosing a recruiter, these articles can 
help:

Insperity Staff. “Recruiters Reveal: Discover the 16 Best Interview Ques-
tions to Ask.” Insperity (blog). https://www.insperity.com/blog/professional 
-recruiters-reveal-16-of-the-best-interview-questions-to-ask/.

Johnson, Lana. “Important Questions to Ask When Choosing a Staffing 
Agency.” Wunder Blog, June 15, 2018. https://blog.wunderlandgroup.com/
important-questions-to-ask-when-choosing-a-staffing-agency.

KAS Placement. “20 Questions to Ask a Recruiter.” http://www.kasplacement 
.com/20-questions-to-ask-a-recruiter.php.

Undercover Recruiter Staff. “Important Questions You Should Be Asking 
Your Recruiter.” Undercover Recruiter, May 31, 2018. https://theundercover 
recruiter.com/questions-you-should-ask-you-agency/.

CHAPTER 3

Advertising Checklist

• Know your audience. Explain the job well enough so those reading 
the ad can decide whether they are interested and qualified. 

• List the job title along with a brief description and a few examples 
of duties.

• List the minimum education, experience, and skill levels that are re-
quired and/or acceptable, if applicable. Point out any special criteria 
such as extensive travel or relocation that will weed out applicants 
who aren’t interested in those requirements.

• Don’t use jargon or abbreviations and acronyms that make it difficult 
to understand. Do use proper grammar and spelling.

• Be specific about any specialized skills or equipment that applicants 
should know how to use or operate. 

• Check with your Human Resources (HR) professional or legal coun-
sel if you have questions about the legality of your ad under federal 
and state laws, including nondiscrimination laws.
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Hiring Leader and Search Team Responsibilities and  
Process Flow

1. Complete the Pre-search Checklist.
2. Clarify each Search Team member’s role and responsibility.
3. Set up meeting times for Search Team members. 
4. Create a timeline for the search.
5. Implement the recruitment/posting plan.
6. Create the criteria sheets for evaluating resumes and Beyond the 

Resume submissions.
7. Cut the pool to those who will get a first phone or video interview.
8. Create the phone interview and Beyond the Resume questions.
9. Cut the pool to those who will be asked for an in-person interview 

(e.g., on-site interview).
10. Create full interview packets for all interviewers, including evalu-

ation sheets.
11. Create and rehearse the scenario interview, including the evalua-

tion sheets.
12. Determine any tours and other logistics.
13. Receive interviewer and Search Team feedback.
14. Choose the top candidate.
15. Make the offer.
16. Plan onboarding. 

Legal and Illegal Interview Questions

Topic Legal
Illegal and/or 
Inappropriate Legal after Hiring

Questions asked 
in an interview 
should focus on 
the candidate’s 
qualifications for 
the job.

They may offer 
information about 
many things about 
themselves, like 
their marital and 
parental status, but 
you must not bring 
it up or ask.

If it’s not job related, 
don’t ask.

These questions 
are illegal and 
inappropriate to 
ask under any 
circumstances. This is 
a good list, but people 
can create variations 
that will also be illegal. 
If in doubt, leave it out!

These questions 
are necessary 
after hiring in 
most if not all 
cases. Once 
someone is 
officially your 
employee, you 
will need certain 
information 
in order to 
comply with 
the law, process 
paperwork, and 
so on.
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Topic Legal
Illegal and/or 
Inappropriate Legal after Hiring

Age Are you over the 
minimum age 
for the hours 
or working 
conditions?

How old are you?
What year were you 

born?
When did you graduate 

from high school?

Necessary 
insurance 
and tax 
information.

Marital Status What name(s) are 
your work records 
under?

Are you married, 
divorced, separated, 
engaged, widowed?

Is this your maiden or 
married name?

Does your spouse/
partner work? If so, 
where?

What is the name of 
your spouse/partner/
children?

Do you live with your 
parents?

Any questions 
concerning spouse/
partner, including 
employment, salary, 
arrangements, or 
dependents.

How will your spouse/
partner feel about 
. . . ?

Do you own or rent 
your home?

Marital status 
and dependent 
information 
on tax and 
insurance 
forms.

Parental 
Status

Do you have children? 
If so, how many?

How old are your 
children?

Are you pregnant?
Is your spouse 

pregnant?
What do you have or 

need/want for care 
arrangements?

Dependent 
information 
on tax and 
insurance 
forms.

Criminal 
Record

Have you ever been 
convicted of a 
crime other than 
a traffic violation?

Have you ever been 
arrested?

Have you ever spent a 
night in jail?
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Topic Legal
Illegal and/or 
Inappropriate Legal after Hiring

Disability 
(Title I of the 
Americans 
with 
Disabilities 
Act [ADA]) 
and Medical

Can you perform 
the specific tasks/
duties for this job?

Are you willing to 
take a drug test?

Are you able to 
perform this job 
with or without 
reasonable 
accommodation? 

Do you have any 
conditions that 
would keep you 
from performing 
this job?

Do you currently 
use illegal drugs? 
Have you ever 
used illegal drugs? 
What illegal drugs 
have you used 
in the last six 
months? (current 
illegal drug users 
are not protected 
under ADA)

For certain 
positions, 
employers may 
require that a job 
candidate pass 
a medical exam 
relevant to the 
responsibilities of 
the job, as well as 
pass a drug test.

How is your health?
Do you have any 

disabilities? 
What is your medical 

history?
How does your 

condition affect your 
abilities?

Have you filed 
a workers’ 
compensation claim?

Have you ever been 
hospitalized? If so, 
for what condition?

Any question that 
refers to past drug 
addiction. 

Do you have any 
physical, mental, or 
other disabilities that 
would prevent you 
from performing the 
job?

Have you ever 
been treated by 
a psychiatrist or 
psychologist? If so, 
for what condition?

Is there any health-
related reason that 
you may not be able 
to perform the job?

How many days were 
you absent from 
work because of 
illness last year?

Are you taking any 
prescribed drugs?

Have you ever 
been treated for 
drug addiction or 
alcoholism?

What is your height and 
weight?

Medical history 
for insurance 
forms.
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Topic Legal
Illegal and/or 
Inappropriate Legal after Hiring

Citizenship 
and National 
Origin

Do you have 
the legal right 
to remain 
permanently in 
the United States?

What is your visa 
status?

Are you able to 
provide proof 
of employment 
eligibility upon 
hire?

Are you a US citizen?
Are your parents/

spouse/partner US 
citizens? If so, are 
they natural born 
or naturalized? If 
naturalized, what are 
those dates?

What is your 
nationality?

Where were you born?
Where are your parents 

from?
What is your heritage?
How did you acquire 

the ability to read 
or write a foreign 
language? 

What language is 
spoken in your home? 

Can you vote? If so, 
what party do you 
belong to?

Verifying legal 
US residence 
or work visa 
status.

What languages 
do you speak, 
read, or write 
fluently?

Race None Any question or 
statement that refers 
to race in any way.

What race are you?
Are you a member of a 

minority group?
How do you feel about 

. . . ?

None

Education 
and 
Experience

What education do 
you have?

What experience 
qualifies you for 
this job?

Do you have licenses 
and certifications 
for this job?

Sexual 
Orientation

None Any None
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Topic Legal
Illegal and/or 
Inappropriate Legal after Hiring

Religion and 
Military

Can you work on 
weekends? (only 
if the position 
requires working 
on weekends)

Have you served in 
the military? 

If so, what was the 
period of your 
service? 

If so, what was your 
rank at time of 
discharge? 

If so, what type of 
training and work 
experience did 
you receive while 
in the service? 

What, if any, church/
synagogue/mosque 
do you attend?

What kind of discharge 
did you receive from 
the military?

None

Other Are you willing to 
travel?

Are you available 
for overtime?

Are you willing to 
relocate?

Do you have any 
concerns about 
handling the 
long hours and 
extensive travel 
that this job 
entails?

What professional 
or trade groups 
do you belong to 
that you consider 
relevant to your 
ability to perform 
this job?

What clubs or 
organizations do you 
belong to?

Insurance forms 
can inquire 
about age.

A copy of 
your birth 
certificate, 
Social Security 
card, passport, 
and identity 
photographs.

Your marital 
status (married 
or single only).

Proof of 
citizenship.

Physical 
examination 
and drug 
testing.

For Human Screeners and Interviewers: Bias Awareness

Employers rarely set out to discriminate against candidates—but it hap-
pens anyway. One way to prevent this is by using software that removes 
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identifying information from resumes. Most employers don’t have that 
option. By talking about the risks of biases openly and candidly, the 
search process will have a much greater chance of success. We’re hu-
man, and we have biases, like it or not. Some of them we can readily 
identify because we are conscious of them. “Bike riders are always . . .”  
“Only women can understand . . .” Whenever we describe a group of 
people with the words always or never, or even usually, we’re likely in 
or approaching the zone of conscious bias. 

Unconscious biases are just that—they are unknown to our conscious 
selves. Our brains make shortcuts that subconsciously affect our deci-
sion making. It is a prejudice or stereotype for or against something or 
someone. Unless we pay attention, they will stay deep down inside our 
brains and nothing will change. 

Everyone involved in the search process should become familiar with 
what is meant by conscious and unconscious bias and work to eliminate 
it from the workplace and certainly from screening and interviewing 
candidates. Creating proactive methods and raising awareness will go 
a long way to ensuring a fair hiring process. Overcoming bias helps 
diversify your talented workforce and enriches the organization. 

With or without software that does unbiased screening, begin by 
removing identifying factors from resumes (name, age, race, ethnicity, 
hobbies, and perhaps schools attended, etc.). If you don’t start your pro-
cess with a “blind” resume reading, biases can set in even before your 
candidates’ resumes have a chance to stand on their merits because the 
people screening the candidates may be applying their own conscious 
or unconscious biases. For instance, it’s important to verify the required 
education of a candidate in screening, but it’s not important to know 
where the education was received unless it’s truly a differentiator for a 
particular position. When that’s the case, it should be noted in the job 
posting: “Must have attended one of the top three Hotel Schools . . .” 
To prefer one institution over another, if you didn’t advertise that way, 
would be making a biased assumption that perhaps one candidate is 
smarter or better educated or better prepared than another. If you have 
no factual data on which to make that assumption, don’t do it. 

Implicit hiring bias can occur early on when we make judgments 
about people based on something other than their ability to perform 
the job at hand. These conscious biases are a problem when they color 
judgment in resume reviews and interviews.
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Examples of Conscious Bias

“We need to hire a person just like . . .” “I don’t like people who are  
. . .” “I prefer to associate with people who . . .” “Anyone who owns 
a trashy car has got to be . . .” “Last time we hired a guy from there  
. . .” “You know if she’s under 35, she’s probably going to . . .” “It’s an 
engineering job, we really need to find a smart guy . . .”

Unconscious bias is making judgments and having prejudice against 
people or ideas that you may not realize. Unconscious bias includes as-
sumptions or things that you might accept as true without realizing that 
they are actually stereotypes or generalizations. Having unconscious 
bias makes you human, not a bad person. To raise your awareness 
and reduce or prevent bias from contaminating the search, make sure 
your evaluation about a candidate is based on all relevant measures 
of the individual’s ability to do the job well and is not based on any 
assumptions.

Whenever you catch yourself making an assumption about anyone or 
anything without checking the facts and going deeper, you are probably 
experiencing unconscious bias. These are things you believe as if they 
were proven facts. These are all assumptions and prejudices that may 
have very little to do with the actual person who is applying for a job.

Examples of Unconscious Bias

“Anyone who is [cultural group] is usually good at math . . .” “Men 
are insensitive . . .” “Women are too emotional at work . . .” “If I want 
a hard worker, I’d better not hire [cultural group].” “Anybody with a 
family won’t want to . . .” “You people . . .” or “Those people . . .”

All of these indicate you are deep into your own bias, whether you 
know it or not.

Common Bias Traps

Interview order: Being first or last can have a positive or negative 
impact for candidates, and it should not be a factor.

Halo effect: Focusing on one or more of the candidate’s accomplish-
ments versus the whole picture and whether or not that accomplishment 
is meaningful or relevant to the position at hand.
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Reverse halo effect: Focusing on one or more attributes of the candi-
date that are not meaningful to the position at hand (e.g., drives a rusty 
car, has longer hair than most, has a different accent than me, etc.)

Splashy resumes: Resumes that have great summaries at the top of 
the resume and an impressive skills section at the bottom are often 
viewed more favorably than those that don’t—it’s about form not sub-
stance, and that is not a good basis on which to judge a candidate.

Personal appearance: While it matters that people are dressed ap-
propriately, clean, neat, and presentable, a person’s looks should not 
matter in choosing a candidate. Pretty and handsome does not mean 
smart, good fit, effective, or anything else. Choosing a person you or 
your team find more attractive than other candidates results in too many 
bad hires that turn into terminations that are not at all fun or attractive. 

Feelings: How someone left you feeling matters, but it’s only one 
factor to consider. Keep in mind there are eight factors to evaluate: 
attitude, brains, character, drive, emotional intelligence, fit, gut, and 
heart. It’s risking bias and a bad hire when only one or a few of those 
are considered important. 

Addresses and modes of transport: A person’s address does not 
affect a person’s ability to do the work. Where people live and how 
they get to work does not matter; it matters that they get there. These 
details are not only unfair but also are none of anyone’s business but 
the candidate’s.

Gender, age and race: Pay attention to the way you evaluate the can-
didate based on what biases you have of their gender, age, or race. For 
instance, if a man and a woman said the same thing in the same way, 
would one of them be just fine and the other too aggressive? If a fifty-
year-old says the same thing as a thirty-year-old, do you take one more 
seriously than the other? If three candidates, of three different races, 
said and did the same exact thing, would you respond differently? If any 
of these are true or even likely, your bias is showing.

Fashion: When people are not hired because of their hair or clothing 
style, it is a demonstration of flat-out conscious bias. This isn’t about 
professionalism, it’s about personal style and preferences. While it is 
still legal for an employer to enforce a dress code, it is a bias that could 
lose you a great candidate. 

Affinity and likeability: People can be drawn to others who share 
the same hobbies or pursuits, traits, attitudes, and so on. This is human 
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nature. It becomes a problem when an affinity bias positively or nega-
tively affects resume screening, interview evaluations, inclusion, and 
career advancement. For example, personality biases are hard to ignore. 
If you are an extraverted, big idea person, you may prefer candidates 
who think and talk just like you, even if that’s not relevant or what 
would work best for the position at hand. While “natural chemistry” is a 
bias, there’s no need to ignore it; just pay attention to how much weight 
you are giving it. If you are rating all candidates on the same questions 
and same qualifications, then likeability can be one of those factors 
within the “gut” factor, perhaps, and then it’s out in the open and won’t 
carry undue influence on the hiring decision.

Unemployed candidates: While some employers refuse to hire un-
employed candidates, this is a bias and based on assumptions. Many 
unemployed people are talented and qualified. They may have lost their 
previous position due to any number of reasons beyond their control, 
like downsizing, a new corporate owner, politics, relocation, military 
service, injury, family crisis, or a natural disaster, etc.

Names: Another reason to practice blind resume screening is to 
prevent conscious or unconscious bias when a screener associates a 
name with a race, gender, or ethnicity and ends up eliminating the 
candidate without a fair evaluation of qualifications. While this may be 
less prevalent than a decade ago, there is still evidence that names are 
associated with gender, race, or ethnicity and can influence whether or 
not an individual gets past the resume screening. It is wrong, but it still 
happens far too often. 

If you’re curious about your own biases and want to learn more about 
how implicit bias works, Harvard created the Implicit Association Test 
(IAT) that can provide some powerful insights about your own bias 
traps.2

Resume Evaluation Sheet for Human Reviewers

On your first review of applicant resumes, do not overemphasize the 
format or writing style of the resume; look instead for the quality 
of the content and adjust the evaluation sheet as needed for specific 
requirements.

Candidate ______ (Blind review = Use a number or letter. Avoid the appli-
cant’s name, address, gender, or other personal information to limit biases.)
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Rate each question 1–6 (1 low and 6 high) for each category.

(Review the position description prior to evaluating resumes and return your 
ratings by DATE.)

 1.  The candidate has the must-have qualifications/experience ____
 2.  The candidate has the preferred qualifications/experience ____
 3.  The candidate’s employment history has few, if any, gaps, and/or gaps 

are well explained ___ 
 4.  The candidate has been given increased responsibilities over time ____
 5.  This job looks like a good fit for this candidate’s skills/career/history/

growth ____
 6.  There are no concerns about “job hopping” (an excessive number of jobs 

in a short time) ____
 7.  The candidate’s resume demonstrates ability to collaborate with others 

____
 8.  The candidate’s resume indicates both “hard” and “soft”’ skills and abili-

ties ___
 9.  The candidate’s resume indicates both doer (accomplishes requirements), 

and achiever abilities (is creative, goes beyond requirements) ___
10.  The candidate’s accomplishments are clear, specific, measurable, and 

relevant ____

Please comment on these open-ended questions: 

1. In considering your rating of the 10 questions above, what additional com-
ments do you have? 

2. What is your impression of the candidate’s changes in positions over time? 
For instance, do moves appear to be progressive, lateral, or other?

3. Does this candidate have any special/unique skills, experiences, or 
knowledge not required for the position but would be beneficial and add 
value in this position?

4. What other observations do you have about this candidate? 
5. What questions does this resume raise for you? (e.g., Is there anything 

missing that you think should be there? Is there anything that is confusing 
in the resume? Is there something more you would like to know about this 
candidate?)

OVERALL RESUME RATING: I believe this candidate is:

YES = very qualified ____ MAYBE = qualified second tier ____ NO = not 
qualified ____
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Beyond the Resume Questions

The maximum number of written questions should be six, and the 
minimum three when you include these in your screening process. The 
questions are the same for all candidates applying for the same position. 
They should be written with the goal of getting a deeper understanding 
of each person, how they express themselves in writing, and how they 
answer the questions you choose to ask. Design your questions to get 
at important qualities you want to explore for a particular job and the 
challenges the job entails. All the Search Team members who read and 
rank them will fill out the evaluation sheet for these questions and their 
answers. This is a screening step before a phone or video interview, so 
carefully word your questions to get the most benefit.

Instructions: Complete these questions within  #  typewritten pages 
by 5 p.m. on DATE and e-mail your answers to NAME at E-MAIL. 

Sample Questions

Position: Administrative Assistant to Vice President of Human 
Resources

1. In your career, when have you been most energized and engaged? 
Please be specific.

2. In your career, when have you been least energized and engaged? 
Please be specific. 

3. Describe a conflict in which you were involved. What was it, and 
how did you respond to it? (no names, please)

4. Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a request from a peer, super-
visor, or another person at work that you deemed illegal or unethi-
cal? If yes, please describe how you handled it. If no, describe how 
you would choose to handle such a situation.

5. Describe a situation when you knew you made a mistake and what 
you did about it.

6. What do you think would be helpful for us to know about you that 
is not related to work?

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Resources 237

Beyond the Resume Evaluation Sheet
(A rating of 1 is low and 6 is high.)

Who: Candidate #1 Evaluator: Search Team Member’s Name

Position: Administrative Assistant to Vice President of Human Resources

Q1. In your career, when have you been most energized and engaged? Please 
be specific.
• How specific was the candidate? _____
• What is the quality of the answer? (authenticity, depth, meaningful, self-

aware, etc.) _____
Comments ___________________________________________

Q2. In your career, when have you been least energized and engaged? Please 
be specific. 
• How specific was the candidate? _____
• What is the quality of the answer? (authenticity, depth, meaningful, self-

aware, etc.) _____
Comments ___________________________________________

Q3. Describe a conflict in which you were involved. What was it, and how 
did you respond to it? (no names, please)
• How specific was the candidate? _____
• How good was the example of the conflict described? ____ 
• How do you rate the way they responded to the conflict? ____
Comments ___________________________________________

Q4. Have you ever felt uncomfortable with a request from a peer, supervisor, 
or another person at work that you deemed illegal or unethical? If yes, please 
describe how you handled it. If no, describe how you would choose to handle 
such a situation.
• How specific was the candidate? _____
• How appropriately did the candidate deal with the questions of risk, con-

frontation, and personal values? ___
Comments ___________________________________________

Q5. Describe a situation when you knew you made a mistake and what you 
did about it.
• How specific was the candidate? _____
• How authentic did you find the answer? ____
• Was the quality of the answer helpful in understanding this candidate’s 

self-awareness, ability to accept responsibility, and attitude toward mis-
takes in self and others? ____

Comments ___________________________________________
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Q6. What do you think would be helpful for us to know about you that is not 
related to work?
• How well did the candidate follow instructions and truly answer the 

question?
• How in depth and revealing was the answer? ____
• How helpful was the candidate’s answer in getting to know him/her bet-

ter? ____
Comments ___________________________________________

After reading this candidate’s answers, please give your current opinion of 
this candidate.

1. Should continue ____ because:
2. Not sure ____ because:
3. Should not continue ____ because:

Sample First Interview Questions

(See also A–H factor questions under chapter 4’s resources for more 
options.)

These are sample questions to choose from during the first phone/
video call in which two (recommended) of your Search Team members 
will participate and for your on-site interviews for your top three to four 
candidates. You may want to select some of these questions for the Be-
yond the Resume. This is not a one-size-fits-all process. You know best 
whether to choose from these questions or create your own that may be 
specifically related to the position and your candidates. 

When the questions are to screen the candidates and decide who will 
move on to the next round, keep in mind the first interview is likely to 
be an hour or less, and even on-site interviews rarely last longer than 
an hour and a half, so do not over pack it. Leave plenty of time for the 
candidate to talk and for you to follow up. 

If you are using some of these (or other questions) to give to on-site 
interviewers who are not on the Search Team, remind those folks to be 
consistent in asking all on-site candidates some of the exact same ques-
tions so they and you can compare answers. 

A good test for any question’s value is to answer it yourself and 
evaluate the depth and breadth you stand to gain from asking that ques-
tion. If each question takes about three minutes to ask and answer, you 
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might have time for 15 to 20 questions. Plan accordingly so there is time 
at the end for the candidate to ask you questions.

1. What can you tell us that will help us get to know and understand 
you better?

2. Walk us through your jobs with ___ and ___ and ___. Why did you 
leave each one and join the next one?

3. How does this job fit into where you want your career to go next? 
4. What’s something you love about your current (or previous) job 

and why?
5. What do you want to do differently in your next role?
6. What about our company/organization/agency grabbed your inter-

est?
7. Why do you want to leave your current position?
8. Of all the people you’ve worked with, whom do you admire the 

most and why?
9. If we were to ask your current leader/boss/manager to describe you, 

what would we hear?
10. If we were to ask your coworkers/colleagues to describe you, what 

would we hear?
11. If we were to ask your direct reports to describe you, what would 

we hear?
12. Tell me about a time when you disagreed with your boss.
13. Have you ever had to fire someone? How did you do that?
14. How do you express your anger with colleagues, customers, or 

your boss?
15. What are you really good at but never want to do anymore?
16. Tell us about how you handled an awkward or difficult situation 

at work. 
17. What is your approach to conflicts with other people? Examples?
18. Tell us about an accomplishment you are most proud of and why.
19. Tell us about one of your biggest mistakes. What was it? What did 

you do about it? What did you learn?
20. What are your strengths?
21. What are challenges for you?
22. What do you want to learn?
23. What do you think we can we offer you that someone else cannot?
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24. What do you think you can you offer us that someone else cannot?
25. What motivates you to bring your best self to work?
26. Where do you see yourself in a year, and in three to five years?
27. What questions haven’t I/we asked you?
28. What questions do you have for me/us? 
29. Tell us about the gap in your employment between [insert date] 

and [insert date]?
30. Do you have a mentor or a coach? What has that experience been 

like for you?
31. How do you know you are stressed, and what do you do about it? 
32. What are your bosses’ strengths/weaknesses?
33. What makes you uncomfortable?
34. Looking back on the last three to five years of your career, what are 

your top three highlights?
35. What do you like the most and least about working in this industry?

Sample Phone and On-Site Interview Evaluation Sheet

The Search Team has screened this person’s resume. The candidate ap-
pears to have the education, experience, knowledge, skills, and abilities 
required for an interview. This evaluation is asking for your overall live 
interview experience with the candidate. 

Please include as much information that would be helpful in making 
a good decision about this candidate for this job.

Who: Candidate Evaluator: Interviewer’s Name

Position

1. What, if anything, impressed you about this candidate and why?
2. What, if anything, concerned you about this candidate and why?
3. What, if anything, stood out as the interview evolved (good or bad)?
4. Was the candidate able to answer the questions you asked to your 

satisfaction?
5. What questions did you want to ask but didn’t?
6. How well did the candidate listen to you and/or others?
7. Did the candidate ask you any questions, and if so, how would you rate 

the questions?
8. What questions do you think we still need to ask this candidate?
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9. Do you believe this candidate has what it takes to do the job? Why or 
why not?

10. Would you want to work with this candidate? Why or why not?

On a scale of 1–6 (1 is low and 6 is high), what is your overall rating of this 
candidate? __

CHAPTER 4

Twelve Emotional Intelligence Competencies3

Self-Awareness

• Emotional self-awareness means recognizing how personal emotions 
affect one’s performance and relationships with others. People who 
have this competence know what they’re feeling and why, and they 
use those insights as an ongoing guide for their behaviors. 

Self-Management

• Achievement orientation addresses how much a person strives to 
meet or exceed a standard of excellence they and/or others have set. 
This competency means continuously looking for ways to do things 
better, set challenging goals, and take calculated risks.

• Adaptability focuses on flexibility in handling change. People with 
this competency willingly change their own ideas or approaches 
based on new information or changing needs. They juggle multiple 
demands with grace. Innovation and changes to the status quo are 
often seen as opportunities, not something to be avoided.

• Emotional self-control is about keeping one’s disruptive emotions 
and impulses in check. Since we all have them from time to time, 
people who demonstrate this competency are able to maintain their 
effectiveness under stressful or even hostile conditions.

• Positive outlook focuses on persistence in pursuing goals despite 
obstacles and setbacks. These people see the positive in people, situ-
ations, and events far more often than the negative. They tend to have 
an abundant attitude toward life rather than an attitude of scarcity.
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Social Awareness

• Empathy is sensing others’ feelings and perspectives and taking 
an active interest in their concerns. It’s paying attention and being 
“tuned in” to their frequency. People who demonstrate this compe-
tency are able to pick up cues and can truly “walk a mile in some-
one’s shoes” even if they have not had a similar experience.

• Organizational awareness focuses on the dynamics among people. 
It’s about reading a group’s emotional currents and understanding 
the subtleties and power dynamics within relationships. People who 
demonstrate this competency sense and understand the interconnect-
edness of people and relationships throughout the organization, not 
just their part of it. They can accurately identify the influencers, the 
networks, and group dynamics.

Relationship Management

• Conflict management measures how well one negotiates and resolves 
conflict. People who demonstrate this competency bring disagree-
ments into the open, effectively communicate the different posi-
tions, and help find solutions all can live with. They do not allow 
unresolved conflicts to create or sustain a dysfunctional environment.

• Coach and mentor means taking an active interest in others’ devel-
opment needs. It means spending time helping people via feedback, 
support, and assignments that will grow their skills and capabilities. 

• Influence in emotional intelligence is about having a positive impact 
on others. People who demonstrate this competency persuade or con-
vince others to gain support for an agenda. They are able to persuade 
others to get on board with a change, new idea, or plan of action.

• Inspirational leadership means the ability to inspire and guide indi-
viduals and groups. This is working to bring people together to get 
the job done. They bring out the best in others. People tend to follow 
the inspirational leader wherever they may go. 

• Teamwork requires working with others toward a shared goal. It’s 
about creating group synergy and group identity in pursuing col-
lective goals. Teamwork is an orientation to work with others in-
terdependently, not separately or competitively. Leaders with this 
competency understand that the whole is far greater than the sum of 
the parts, when and only when the whole is working well together. 
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A–H Factor Sample Questions

These questions are designed to help you understand the person who 
may be working with you in the near future and to help you decide if 
they are the right person. There is not a perfect or “right” answer to any 
of these questions. It will depend on your culture and what and who you 
are looking for. Behavioral questions go a long way to prevent “pat” or 
rehearsed answers.

A = Attitude: Is the candidate passionate about the work and about 
helping others on their team succeed? Is their attitude one of abundance 
and a can-do, solution-oriented approach to work and challenges, or do 
they focus on scarcity, blame, and obstacles? 

1. Tell me about a failure. What was the situation, and how did you 
deal with it?

2. We all make mistakes. Tell me about a time you wish you’d handled 
a situation differently with another person.

3. When was a time you needed something from someone who wasn’t 
helpful or responsive? What did you do?

4. Describe a time you had to work with a difficult person. What was 
the situation, and how did you handle it?

5. How would you describe the way you look at the world and life in 
general?

6. Describe what it takes for you to trust another person.

B = Brains: Is the candidate capable of doing the job, or can the 
candidate learn how to do the parts of the job that are new in a reason-
able time span? Can the candidate combine brainpower and execution?

These are questions about the technical qualifications, knowledge, 
and experience required of the candidate for the specific job. Ask the 
candidate whatever is necessary for you to be certain you are being told 
the truth about those critical requirements. Here are some examples:

1. Describe a project that demonstrated your skills in _____.
2. Tell me about a time when you had to analyze information to make 

a recommendation. What was involved, and how did you go about 
doing that work? 

3. I’d like to know about a time when you had to use all or many of 
your skills to solve a problem? First, how did you discover the prob-
lem? Second, what did you do to solve it?
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4. Describe a time you had to make an immediate decision. What was 
it, and how did you decide what to do or say?

5. Share a story with us that will help us better understand the _______ 
skills you are bringing to this position.

C = Character: What are the candidate’s core values? Is the candi-
date trustworthy?

1. Tell me about a time your integrity has been questioned. How did 
you feel, and what did you do?

2. Tell me about a time when you let your team or perhaps someone 
else down? What did you do about it?

3. Describe a situation where you could have done what someone 
wanted you to do without anyone knowing but, instead, you refused 
because you didn’t believe it was right. 

4. Explain how you deal with people you don’t like or agree with at 
work and/or with someone who doesn’t seem to like you. Give me 
an example.

5. Tell us about a time when you had to make a tough choice about a 
person. What was the situation, and how did you handle it? 

6. Have you ever been part of a team where one or more people didn’t 
get along? How did that affect you, and what did you do about it? 

7. Describe a time when you had the choice between doing something 
well or going beyond good enough to great. What decision did you 
make and why?

8. What is the most difficult part of being a leader for you? What do 
you do about that?

9. What was your greatest achievement? What are you most proud of?

D = Drive: Is the candidate self-motivated to achieve both personal 
goals and the goals of this position?

1. What are the three things you want to learn in your first three months 
on the job?

2. Describe a problem you solved in a unique way. What was it, and 
why was your approach unique?

3. Share a time when your idea failed or you had a setback at work. 
How did you feel? What would you do differently?

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 8:58 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Resources 245

4. Describe a time when you experienced rapid change. How do you 
approach change?

5. What makes you want to get up in the morning?
6. Imagine yourself in three years. What do you hope will be different 

about you then compared to now?
7. When have you gone above and beyond your job requirements to 

get something done?
8. What is an example of a time you took charge without having that 

role formally assigned to you? Why did you take charge? What did 
you do? How did it turn out?

E = Emotional Intelligence (EI): What is the candidate’s degree of 
self-awareness, and how well do they manage their own emotions? What 
is the candidate’s social awareness and ability to manage relationships?

1. Describe a time when you demonstrated empathy for someone.
2. How do you know what triggers you, and what do you do when 

that happens?
3. Describe a crisis situation in which you were involved. What was 

your response to it? 
4. Describe how you choose to communicate at work. Is it different 

with different people? Why?
5. Do you trust first and then verify or verify first and then trust?
6. Remember the last time you were in a conflict with someone. What 

was your approach with that person?
7. Describe what happens for you when changes happen that you can-

not control. How does it make you feel? What do you do about it? 
8. Have you ever made an unpopular decision? What did you do, and 

how did you navigate others’ reactions?
9. How do you work with and through others to get things done?

10. What stresses you the most? How do you manage your stress when 
it happens?

F = Fit: Will the candidate be a fit within your mission, vision, val-
ues, and culture?

1. Why are you attracted to our company/organization?
2. How do you see yourself and this position helping us accomplish 

our mission? 
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3. What questions do you have about our values?
4. How do you believe you can contribute the most to our team? Why 

do you believe that? 
5. What have you learned about our culture? What questions do you 

have about it?
6. Describe why you believe you would be a great fit for this position.
7. How does this position differ from your previous one in terms of 

feeling like a “right fit” (if it does)?
8. What do you want your first 30 days on the job here to look like?

G = Gut: What are your instincts telling you about this candidate? 
These are questions you ask of yourself, your Search Team, and other 
Interviewers

1. What was my first reaction to this candidate? Why? 
2. What biases might I have about this candidate (positive or negative)?
3. After getting to know the candidate better, have I changed my 

mind? Why?
4. What about this candidate do I need to learn to be sure about or 

perhaps change my feelings?
5. When all is said and done, what is my instinct telling me? 
6. Are my experiences and gut feelings shared by anyone else on our 

team?
7. How heavily are my gut feelings weighing in on my “go or no-go” 

conclusion? And am I sure?
8. In weighing all the A–H factors, how does my “gut” factor align 

with everything else?

H = Heart: What kind of a human being is this candidate? How 
grounded, other centered, well balanced, compassionate, and humble 
will this person be in the workplace?

1. What has helped you most when it comes to building your confi-
dence and self-esteem?

2. Can you describe a time when you went out of your way for some-
one? Why did you do that?

3. What behaviors do you expect from those you work with (peers, 
leaders, others)? How do you let them know what you expect?
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4. What do you know to be true?
5. How do you currently integrate your time and energy for life and 

work? How do you think this position will impact that? 
6. What makes you feel alive?
7. What, if anything, do you do to be centered, present, and grounded?
8. What gives you the most joy at work?
9. When have you taught or guided someone to learn something new?

10. Is there a time when you have gone to the “mat” for someone, even 
though you knew it could be detrimental to you?

11. How do you go about building trust with your colleagues? Give us 
a couple examples.

Additional questions for leadership roles:

1. Describe how you manage a high performer, a mid-performer, and 
a low performer.

2. What is your experience with delegation? How do you approach it?
3. How do you run your meetings? On a scale of 1–10 with 10 high, 

how do you think participants in your meeting would rate yours? 
Why?

4. How would you build a high-functioning team from a low-func-
tioning one?

5. How would you keep a high-functioning team engaged and produc-
tive?

6. What do you think is the leader’s most important responsibility? 
Second most important? Third most important?

7. What are some examples of the way you make decisions?
8. What presentations have you given and to whom? How did you 

prepare? How did they turn out?
9. How do you go about leading change?

10. How do you “manage up” to your own leader right now? How’s 
that working for the two of you? 

11. How do you inspire others to do their best work? What are some 
examples?

These are all examples to stimulate your thinking as you formulate 
your own questions to suit your purpose. For more questions that are 
behavioral in nature, TopEchelon.com,4 a recruiting software company, 
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is just one of many articles you can read about behavioral interview 
questions. They have a nice blog with 100 questions. Some questions 
are relevant to the A–H kinds of questions, and they go into more topics 
such as customer service, sales, and time management.

Sample Scenario: Budget Cut

This scenario is for a leadership position responsible for the budget of 
a large division that is facing big financial cutbacks.

For the Candidate: You are the Financial Director for a $250 mil-
lion divisional operational budget with 2,000 employees, two-thirds of 
whom are unionized. You just received an e-mail from the COO that 
you must cut 7 percent of operating costs in the next budget, coming 
up in six months. If that weren’t enough of a challenge, the COO wants 
to see that you have figured out how you’ll make those cuts within the 
next three months.

Available to you in this 15-minute meeting are: your leader, the six 
department heads within your division (names provided) who are your 
peers, and the COO for the entire organization. Your task is to deter-
mine who will be in the meeting you’ve called and when they will be 
there. At the end of the meeting, you must make a recommendation to 
your leader about how to move forward.

For the Search Team: (rehearse ahead of time)

1. The divisional leader (name).
2. Assign a part for each department head to a member of the Search 

Team (playing themselves or not).
3. Determine what “attitude” each available person will demonstrate 

and role play (i.e., victim, critic, charge ahead, bystander, thought-
ful, helpful, arrogant, etc.).

4. The COO part will be played with an attitude of “no possible 
change to the 7 percent charge,” not helpful, not interested, and not 
creative.

5. The leader is looking for a recommendation from the candidate 
about process, not specifics, and, if need be, will press the candidate 
about how decisions should be made on the leadership team.
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Sample Evaluation Sheet for Scenario Interviews

Based on the scenarios, these questions need to be tied directly to the 
quality of the answers and the behaviors demonstrated by the candidate 
as he or she is interacting with the Search Team during each of the 
scenario interviews. Fill out evaluations after each scenario while the 
interaction is fresh in your mind. Wait to compare evaluations with your 
team until after the candidate leaves the site.

Evaluation for Candidate __________________________________ (Name)  
Date ______________________ Evaluator _______________________________ 
Scenario: Budget Cut

Score 1–10 with 10 high—Candidate Performance 

Score _____ Who did the candidate ask to the meeting and why?

Score _____ Did this make sense to you? Why?

Score _____ How well did the candidate respond to and interact with the vari-
ous attitudes demonstrated by role players? 

Score _____ How well did the candidate manage the time and the people?

Score _____ How well did the candidate include peers in the upcoming bud-
get change process?

Score _____ If the candidate included the COO, was that a good use of time?

Score _____ If the candidate included the leader before the end, was that a 
good use of time?

Score ____ How well did the candidate form and deliver a recommendation 
to the leader?

What impressed you about the candidate in this scenario?

What concerned you about the candidate in this scenario?

Overall Score for this candidate in this scenario _________ (1–10)

Based on this scenario, would you want to work with this candidate? Yes ___ 
Maybe ___ No ___ Why?
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CHAPTER 5

Sample Offer Letter

If there are any contingencies for a final offer (e.g., reference checks, 
background checks, or drug tests), these must also be included.

Dear Name, Date

It was delightful to speak with you on DATE about joining us as the 
Director of Finance and Budget for the Facilities Division at XYZ. 
We are certain your positive attitude, energy, skills, and experience 
will add a great deal to our team and are so pleased to offer you this 
position.

As we discussed, your starting date will be DATE with a starting 
salary of $---------- per year paid every two weeks on Friday. As you 
know, this is a professional, exempt from overtime position. In ad-
dition, we provide full medical coverage for you, your spouse or 
partner, and dependents. Our medical benefits are effective the first 
day of your employment. Eligibility for our 5 percent of base salary 
retirement plan begins 90 days after your start date. Additionally, 
we will match your retirement contributions up to an additional 5 
percent of your base salary.

You will receive our flexible paid time off (PTO) plan that includes 
vacation, personal, and sick leave. Time off accrues at the rate of one 
and a half days per month for your first year and increases by two 
days more each year up to a maximum of 25 days per year. 

If you choose to accept our job offer, please sign the second copy 
of this letter and return it to me at your earliest convenience by both 
e-mail and postal mail.

When your acceptance is received, we will send you the em-
ployee benefit enrollment forms, including direct deposit informa-
tion (should you choose it) and a full set of details for our benefit and 
retirement plans. Any specific questions about the benefits we offer 
can be directed to Name, E-mail, Phone Number in our Talent and 
Development Human Resources Division who will provide you with 
employee portal access to sign up for your benefits. 

We look forward to welcoming you to our team. 
Please let me know if you have any questions or if I can provide 

any additional information.

Sincerely,
First Name Last Name
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Title
XYZ
____________

I hereby accept the position of Director of Finance and Budget for 
the Division of XXXX at YYYY.
_____________________________
Signature
_____________________________
Date

CHAPTER 7

Individual Development Plan (IDP) Project Tracking 
Worksheet
Name 
Supervisor
Date
Goal or Project: 
___________________________________________________________________
(list one item you want to accomplish)

Result Wanted:
___________________________________________________________________

Target Completion Date: _____________________________________________

Other People Involved (or team members): ______________________________

Resources Needed: _________________________________________________

Key Problems to Solve: ______________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Action Step: ______________________________________ By When: _________

Measurement Used to Evaluate Success: ___________________
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Results: ___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________

Things Learned or Other Comments: __________________________________

Personal Goals Worksheet
For ________________________________________ Date ________________

List one to three things you really want to accomplish within the next 12 
months (personal, job related, or both). These might be related to your own 
desire to make something happen, or your personal dialogue (PD). They can 
be as different as “going back to college for a degree” to “keeping my work 
area organized” or changing a behavior or learning a skill. Keep them simple 
and clear. Example: “I want to learn how to give others constructive feedback 
and do it much more often.”
__________________________________________________________________

When I am successful for each item above, I will . . . Example: “When I need 
to tell someone how I feel about something they say or do, I will do it in a 
timely and constructive way.”
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What do I have to do to make my goals happen? Example: “I will take a 
feedback course next spring and practice with someone who can help me get 
it right. I will start at home and then do it at work.”
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What can others, especially my supervisor, do to help me reach my goals? 
Example: “My supervisor’s approval of course time and practicing this skill 
with me would be essential.”
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What are the biggest hurdles I need to get past to accomplish my goals? Ex-
ample: “I need to overcome my fear of having a conflict when telling someone 
something they might not want to hear.”
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What dates do I want my goals to be accomplished? Example: “I will take the 
feedback course by June and practice at least four times by July.”
__________________________________________________________________
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Employee Engagement Sample Survey Questions

Each organization may go about this differently and require a custom-
ized questionnaire, including breakdowns by leader or work group. An-
other option is to use well-tested group culture or employee engagement 
measurement instruments available on the market. These are 40 ques-
tions to choose from that address all four employee engagement factors.

1. My colleagues are committed to doing high-quality work.
2. I can be myself at work.
3. As a company/organization, XYZ demonstrates its values in word 

and action.
4. People at XYZ care about each other.
5. I trust my leader. 
6. I am encouraged by my leader to continue my development.
7. I receive regular recognition or praise for doing good work from 

my leader.
8. In my job, I have the opportunity to do my best every day.
9. I believe my voice is heard and my opinions count.

10. XYZ promotes people fairly.
11. XYZ makes a positive difference in the world because of the work 

we do.
12. I feel emotionally safe at work.
13. I have fun at work.
14. Communication at XYZ is well managed.
15. Conflicts among colleagues at XYZ are dealt with quickly and 

fairly.
16. Meetings at XYZ are productive.
17. I work on a high-performing team.
18. I understand how decisions are being made that affect me and my 

work.
19. I feel my job is appreciated at XYZ.
20. Changes happen at XYZ in a thoughtful way.
21. I have good friends at work.
22. I have not experienced negative bias toward me at work.
23. We plan projects well at XYZ.
24. I am committed to XYZ.
25. I intend to stay at XYZ for a long time.
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26. My team works well with other teams.
27. In the last year, I have had opportunities to learn and grow.
28. At XYZ, I can speak honestly without fear of repercussions.
29. I feel physically safe at work.
30. I have the resources I need to do my job well.
31. It’s OK to make mistakes at XYZ as long as I share and learn from 

them.
32. I get the information I need to do my job well.
33. I receive constructive feedback that helps me develop and grow.
34. I know what is expected of me in my current position.

Open-Ended Questions:

35. What should we keep doing at XYZ?
36. What should we stop doing at XYZ?
37. What should we start doing at XYZ? 
38. What should we keep doing on my team?
39. What should we stop doing on my team?
40. What should we start doing on my team?

CHAPTER 8

Personal Dialogue Questions

Adjust these questions to match the job at hand (i.e. if it is not a leader-
ship position, replace question 9 with a question that is more appropri-
ate to the person and position). 

Part 1

1. Please note three to five things you have done especially well in your 
job in the past year.

2. How did you measure your own performance this year, and what 
were the results?

3. Please note three to five things you would like to have accom-
plished but didn’t. Why? Are any of these a priority for the coming 
year?
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4. What have you liked most about working here this year?
5. What have you liked least about working here this year? 

Part 2

6. What goals and projects are most important to you in the year 
ahead? How will you know you’ve been successful? Are there 
any factors—personal, supervisory, or organizational—that might 
block you from accomplishing your goals?

7. What skills, education, experiences, or assistance (including from 
your supervisor) do you think would help you accomplish your 
goals and increase your job satisfaction? 

8. What behaviors of yours help you in your interactions with others? 
What behaviors of yours get in your way in your interactions with 
others? Please give specific examples of each.

9. Who are you developing to succeed you in your position, and what 
is your succession plan?

10. What has gone well, and what needs to be improved in your re-
lationship with your supervisor? Please be as specific as you can.

CHAPTER 9

Coaching Employees

Stage 1: The Coaching Agreement

• Establish mutual expectations and ground rules for how the process 
will work, including confidentiality.

• Build your agreement around the focus, scope, process, and/or spe-
cific outcomes for the coaching conversation to ensure clarity and 
transparency. 

• Create a safe, supportive environment that produces ongoing mutual 
trust and respect.

• Both parties make joint decisions about the process.
• Hold the individual in unconditional positive regard.
• Ask the individual to explicitly identify their motivation and commit-

ment for learning and change. What outcome do they want to achieve 
from the coaching process?
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Stage 2: Attending to the Conversation

• The coach is prepared, centered, and fully present before beginning 
the conversation. 

• The coach speaks no more than 25 percent of the time and pays close 
attention to body language, tone, words, emotions, and affect.

• Ask the individual what focus and what outcome (or outcomes) is 
desired for the coaching session.

• Ask permission to offer assessments of what the coach is noticing 
and then ask how the individual feels about that assessment.

• Offer choice points along the way.
• Ask powerful open-ended questions and together witness the experi-

ence of the individual when answering those questions. (See options 
for powerful questions following stage 4.)

• Respect the individual’s learning style, perceptions, and resourceful-
ness.

• Use the individual’s own words to reflect back what you hear.
• Use appropriate humor.
• Demonstrate flexibility, allowing time and space for an emergent 

process.
• Listen without evaluating or judging.
• Never advise, try to fix, or make the conversation about the coach.
• Pay attention to time, making sure the desired focus and the 

outcome(s) are attended to throughout the conversation.
• Pause to summarize with permission and without inserting opinions.
• Draw attention to what is happening in the conversation and related-

ness to the individual’s desired outcomes.

Stage 3: Learning

• Ask questions that create new understanding about a situation.
• Notice and reflect on any behavioral habits that emerge and offer as-

sessments, based on the conversation, that offer new awareness and 
learning.

• Help the individual distinguish between their “story” and interpreta-
tions versus objective facts.

• Model self-awareness.
• Offer opportunities to reframe the individual’s situation and perspec-

tive that open up new possibilities.
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• Ask the individual what meaning they are deriving from a new 
awareness and what learning is happening for them. 

Stage 4: Closure

• Review key points of the session to ensure common understanding.
• Identify specific actions and learning to practice or achieve between 

sessions. This should be relevant to the individual’s learnings from 
the session and their commitment to integrate that learning.

• Affirm next steps and a positive relationship by commenting on the 
positive learning the coach observed during the coaching session.

Twenty-Five Powerful Coaching Openings and Questions

1. I’m curious . . . I’m wondering . . . I’d like to explore . . .
2. May I offer an assessment of what I’m noticing? How does that 

land with you?
3. I’d like to reflect what I hear you say to see if I got it right. Did I 

capture what you said? Is there more?
4. What are you feeling/thinking/experiencing right now?
5. What have you done so far to address this issue?
6. What might you start or stop that would shift this situation?
7. What is the ideal positive future if everything went perfectly?
8. What would reaching your goal mean to you?
9. How would reaching your goal feel?

10. What is your biggest challenge with . . . ?
11. How much longer are you willing to . . . ?
12. If you were to look at this situation from X’s point of view, what 

might you see/think/notice?
13. How does doing/acting/feeling ABC serve you?
14. What is holding you back from _____?
15. What are you holding onto right now that is/is not serving you and 

your goal/commitment?
16. What needs to be different or to change for you to feel the way you 

want to feel?
17. What actions/steps are you willing to take to practice/move for-

ward/be aligned with your goal/commitment/desired outcome?
18. How is this situation the same or different in other parts of your 

life/work/relationships? 
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19. What’s at stake for you?
20. What sensations are you feeling in your body right now? What does 

that tell you?
21. How would you rather feel? 
22. What are you noticing, and what meaning do you give it?
23. When have you been successful at ABC another time in your life?
24. Would you give that experience/sensation/feeling/emotion a plus, 

minus, or neutral rating?
25. What is the story you tell yourself about . . . ?

Mentoring Development Program and Benefits

There are a number of essential steps in building a robust mentoring 
program. There is a lot of detail behind each of the steps below. These 
are the key components.

• Customize XYZ’s program. 
• Identify senior-level and internal department head champions.
• Identify an appropriate Project Manager to work closely with the 

Consultant and/or Internal Executive Sponsor and oversee the devel-
opment, implementation, and evaluation of the program.

• Identify and communicate the purpose of the program to all staff.
• Determine how success will be measured.
• Identify the intended mentors and mentees.
• Create a program implementation action plan.
• Create activities to support mentors and mentees. 
• Develop a robust communications strategy. 
• Train and educate the mentors and mentees.
• Implement and evaluate the program. 
• Adjust as needed.

Benefits for the Mentor

• Gaining personal satisfaction in helping someone grow profession-
ally.

• Building new relationships. 
• Developing skills as a teacher—helping someone clarify career goals.
• Developing skills as a guide—helping someone navigate the waters 

of the company.
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• Developing skills as an advisor—helping someone find their strengths 
and weaknesses.

• Receiving recognition. 
• Putting knowledge and experience into action. 
• Learning from the mentee. 
• Being uplifted, engaged, and energized. 
• Gaining an opportunity to leave a lasting legacy.

Benefits for the Mentee

• Learning from the valuable knowledge and experience of the mentor. 
• Increasing competencies in areas of interest.
• Receiving knowledge about the “ins and outs” of the organization.
• Establishing valuable connections with more experienced staff and 

learning what it is like to be in a higher-level position. 
• Having a sounding board to hear one’s triumphs as well as frustra-

tions.
• Getting a sharper focus on what’s needed to grow professionally. 
• Developing skills as a learner.
• Developing skills as a communicator in expressing expectations, 

goals, and concerns. 
• Having an advocate within the organization. 
• Getting honest feedback.

Leader Delegation Profile

Things I’ve 
Already 
Delegated

Things I Could 
Delegate

Things I’m 
Uncertain about 
Delegating

Things I Can’t, or 
Believe I Can’t, 
Delegate
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Delegation Agreement

Delegated Projects / New Work / 
Assignments

Authority Level
(1 = high; 3 = low) Deadline

Performance Standards:

Comments:

______________________ ______________ __________________
Delegator Date To Whom Delegated

Succession Planning Worksheets

Step 1: Identify business challenges and goals for the next one to five 
years.

Plan Worksheet

What do you know is happening inside and outside your organization that 
impacts your business?

Right Now? The Near Future? The Distant Future (1–5 years)?

Step 2: Identify the mission-critical positions that impact the success of 
your business, using the wisdom of key leaders and HR professionals.

Review both leadership and key individual contributor positions that 
are hard to or take a long time to fill. Evaluate the positions against 
strategic business goals and assign a vacancy risk factor to the current 
incumbent. 
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Position Worksheet
Position title _______________________________________________________

Position incumbent ____________________________ or 

Vacant (how long?) _________

Position impact on key business operations _______________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Risks: Vacancy _____________________________________________________

If not filled _________________________________________________________

Estimated time to fill a vacancy _______________________________________

Step 3: Identify competencies, skills, and knowledge that are critical to 
business success.

Once you have identified the mission-critical positions, particularly 
those that have a high vacancy risk or are vacant, identify what is 
needed in the successor to that position that you will either groom in-
ternally or hire externally.

Competency Worksheet
Position title ____________________________________________

Core leadership and/or interpersonal competencies:
____________________ ____________________ ____________________
____________________ ____________________ ____________________
____________________ ____________________ ____________________

Essential skills competencies:
____________________ ____________________ ____________________
____________________ ____________________ ____________________

Unique or preferred but not essential competencies:
____________________ ____________________ ____________________
____________________ ____________________ ____________________

Education: _________________________________________________________

Experience: ___________________________________________

What is unique about this position (institutional knowledge, relationships, 
skill sets, etc.)? _____________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Who working here now could do this job? ______________________________
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Where and by whom is critical information and knowledge held currently?  
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

What is the plan for sharing documentation and knowledge? (e.g., mentoring, 
job rotation, job shadowing, documentation on secure server, training, etc.)  
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Step 4: Identify high-potential employees for key positions over the 
next one to five years.

Who are current staff members or known external individuals who 
have the competencies required to assume the role and/or who have 
high potential and the motivation to grow into the role over a period 
of time? 

High-Potential Employee Worksheet
Name: ___________________________________________________________

Current position title: ________________________________________________

Division/Department/Unit: __________________________________________

Years in current position: _____________________________________________

Current leader: _____________________________________________________

Target position: ____________________________________________________

Core leadership and/or skill competencies needed for this position (take list 
from step 3): _______________________________________________________ 

What competencies/skills does this person need to develop to be ready for 
this position?:
____________________ ____________________ ____________________

Readiness: Current ___ Within 6–12 months ___ Within 1–2 years ___ Within 
3–5 years ___

Action plan for this high-potential employee:
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Step 5: Create a targeted individual development plan (IDP) with and 
for each high-potential employee who wants to grow into a mission-
critical position and whom you believe can do so.
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Individual Development Planning Worksheet

(Or use version shown in chapter 7.)

Name: ____________________________________________________________

Current position title: ________________________________________________

Division/Department/Unit: ___________________________________________

Current supervisor: _________________________________________________

Succession position(s): ______________________________________________

Current incumbent and incumbent’s supervisor: __________________________

Division/Department/Unit: ___________________________________________

Short-term goals: ___________________________________________________

Long-term goals: ___________________________________________________

Core competency, knowledge, and skill development plan:

Competency/Skill Learning Plan Dates Costs Outcome

CHAPTER 10

Termination and Resignation Checklist
Name of the Employee: ______________________________________________

Employee’s Position or Title: __________________________________________

Name of the Supervisor: _____________________________________________

Date of the face-to-face meeting with the employee: _____________________

Date of termination or resignation: ____________ Effective as of: ____________

Communication of termination/resignation to appropriate staff, customers, cli-
ents, and others will be done by whom, by when, and how? _______________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Type of Termination
Voluntary Resignation:

___ Received a written employee resignation letter (if the employee gave a 
verbal resignation, a written confirmation of resignation was given to the em-
ployee and management retained a copy)
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___ Scheduled exit interview with _______________. ____ Completed exit 
interview

___ This is a resignation ___ a retirement ___ an unpaid leave of absence ___ 
Other _____________

Involuntary Termination: 
Who will be present in the termination meeting? ________________________
______________________________

Is there any security risk to be considered? No ______ Yes _______ If yes, 
what is the plan? 

__________________________________________________________________

___ Provided employee with termination letter. 

___ Provided employee with optional resignation letter.

___ Provided employee with severance agreement if offered. 

___ Received signed severance agreement.

___ Provided employee with Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification 
Act (WARN) / Older Workers Benefit Protection Act (OWBPA) notices (if 
applicable).

All Termination of Employment Situations, Voluntary or Involuntary:

Employee Benefits

___ Provided employee with employment insurance benefits information 
(COBRA, life insurance, supplemental insurance, etc.).

___ Checked the employee’s Flexible Spending Arrangement (FSA) / Health 
Savings Account (HSA), if applicable, and informed employee of remaining 
funds and reimbursement deadlines (IRS approved).

___ Checked the employee’s Dependent Care Assistance Plan (DCAP) if 
applicable, and informed employee of remaining funds and reimbursement 
deadlines. 

___ Checked paid time off (PTO) balance and informed employee of any 
remaining PTO and how it will be processed at termination of employment.

___ Informed employee about retirement plan options, if applicable.

Employee Compensation

___ Reported any outstanding balances for money owed to the employer by 
the employee and how those funds will be collected. 

___ Notified Payroll Department to process the employee’s final paycheck 
including any earned PTO, bonuses, severance (and the method of paying 
severance), retirement, and instructions on how to deduct any money due 
the employer. 
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Employee Contracts and/or Legal Obligations

___ Provided letter reminding the employee of any legal obligations that 
continue post-employment (such as a nondisclosure agreement [NDA], a non-
compete agreement, a confidentiality agreement, or an employment contract).

Immigration Status

___ Notified Human Resources (HR) or in-house attorney of the change in 
status for an employee with a valid work visa who is a non-citizen or not a 
permanent resident of the United States. 

Recordkeeping

___ The employee’s employment history and personnel file is filed properly 
as a termination or resignation. This includes all documentation related to the 
termination or resignation. 

___ Provided written information about how the employer will respond to 
employment verification and/or referral requests.

___ Received written authorization from the employee to respond to employ-
ment verification and/or referral requests, if relevant and appropriate. 

Information Technology

___ Deleted all of the involuntarily terminated employee’s electronic and 
communication access including e-mail, intranet, key codes, phones, and 
voicemail. 

___ Determined and communicated to the employee the terms and specifics 
of any continued access afforded for voluntary resignation, retirement, and 
possibly a layoff.

___ Removed employee’s name from e-mail group distribution lists, internal 
phone lists, websites, and building directories, as appropriate.

Facilities/Office Manager 

___ Disabled key and security codes for building and office access as 
appropriate.

___ Removed the employee’s name from the door, desk, and mailbox. 

___ Determined how and when the workspace of the departing employee will 
be cleared and by whom. 

Collected the following items before the employee departs:

___ Keys and badges allowing access to : ___ offices ___ buildings ___ desks 
___ file cabinets ___ other (list any other items here)

___ ID cards (with the possible exception of retiree and laid-off employee ID 
cards) 
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___ Building access card

___ Business cards 

___ All employer-owned equipment and clothing (mobile phones, machinery, 
tools, uniforms, etc.) 

___ Computer, workpad, and any other electronic equipment

___ Other _______________________ 

This Checklist was completed by:____________________________________ 
Date: _________________

Sample Confidential Exit Interview

Employee: Date of Hire
Position Last Day Worked
Supervisor Department

• Why are you leaving?
• What led to the decision to leave?
• What did you like best about your job?
• What did you like least about your job?
• What changes would you recommend?
• If you had an opportunity, would you come back to work here? If yes or 

no, why?

Employee Signature Date
Human Resources (HR) Manager Date

If possible, ask the employee to fill out an Employee Engagement Survey as 
noted in chapter 7 or add questions to the exit interview. It will provide much 
more information.
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