Bulletproof Process for Recruiting and Hiring A Players

By Verne Harnish, CEO Gazelles, Inc. – www.gazelles.com
“We got our man!” exclaims Michael Mahoney, CEO of Reston, VA-based Brittenford Systems, Inc., a firm providing systems for accounting, budgeting, forecasting, and business intelligence. “By applying more rigors to the hiring process we not only attracted over 250 quality resumes for our latest position (Mahoney’s #2 to help run the company), we have found everyone is more confident throughout the process and our hiring success rate has improved dramatically.”  
After several painful and costly miss-hires, Mahoney, like many CEOs of growing firms, knew he had to finally get serious about getting the hiring process right (detailed below).  The stark reality is the average executive selects the right person only 25% of the time.  Most leaders would be better off throwing a dart at a list of candidates than waste time with the standard “feel good” interview selection process used by most executives of growth firms.
Even more challenging is attracting quality candidates to apply in the first place.  It’s impossible to choose “A” players if they’re not sending in their resumes!  Mahoney knew he had to increase both the number and quality of the resumes his firm attracts when recruiting for a particular position.  The key is selling the vision of the company and recruiting in non-traditional ways.
And the employment market is tightening back up.  A recent survey by the National Association of Manufacturers and Deloitte Consulting found that more than half of manufacturers said 10 percent or more of their positions are empty for lack of the right candidates. In addition, 81 percent face "moderate" or "severe" shortages of qualified workers. The survey questioned 815 U.S. companies of varying sizes. 
“Perhaps most importantly, we discovered that the process itself is a great sales tool,” notes Mahoney.  “Candidates, who often have little information upon which to measure prospective employers, extrapolate a great deal from our hiring process, seeing it as the mark of a great place to work and a challenge to which they respond positively.”
TOPGRADING
Mahoney revamped his hiring process based on the best-selling book Topgrading: How Leading Companies Win by Hiring, Coaching, and Keeping the Best People by Brad Smart.  He also utilized Smart’s new interactive DVD-based ToolKit co-created with son Geoff Smart (available at www.topgradingonline.com) to train his management team on the rigorous Topgrading process.  Giving Mahoney confidence in the process was the fact that Brad Smart has been the guru of employee selection for over 35 years, starting with his breakthrough book entitled the Smart Interviewer.  Smart’s books have remained the number 1 best-sellers in the category of employee selection ever since.
Smart was also hired by Jack Welch in the early ‘80s to put in the management evaluation and selection process at GE.  Still used today, Welch considered the selection process at GE to be one of the three most important keys to GE’s sustained success over the last couple decades.  Larry Bossidy, the famed Chairman of Allied Signal and best-selling author of Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done followed suit and installed the Topgrading process inside his company.  

Noted Bossidy on the cover of both the book and DVD series “Topgrading is the definitive manual for becoming an A player and for recognizing those traits in others.”  Raymond Roberts, CEO of Cairo Corporation, a $10 million provider of IT services to the U.S. Government and recent convert to the Topgrading process using the DVD series, further noted that “though you'll need to spend 4-5 hours in a CIDS interview and it’s a lot of work up-front, what’s a few hours now versus 1000 hours of wrapping management around a C-player, paying their salary, getting no results for the job they were hired to do and frustrating the crap out of you as the alternative.  Whatever the cost of a C-player, it sure is a lot more than the 4-10 hours of time to ferret out that fact from the beginning.”
What follows is a recap of the process Mahoney has created and implemented within Brittenford Systems:
 
Step 1:  A detailed job Scorecard defining the performance objectives for the position is created using the Scorecard format outlined in Topgrading (the DVD includes an interactive Scorecard Wizard for creating the form).  The Scorecard includes a listing of the company’s Core Values, the competencies for the specific position, and a listing of the results you need the person to achieve.  It’s this last item that is often missing from the typical job description used in most hiring processes.
Step 2:  Using Predictive Index (PI), a specific personality profile is developed and used in the early screening process. 

Step 3:  A detailed job ad is then created incorporating the information from Steps 1 and 2.  The opening paragraph asks questions drawn from the ideal PI we are seeking, and should attract or repel candidates accordingly.  The job ad also includes a summary of the performance Scorecard.  Key core values are generally woven into the ad.  Anyone responding should know exactly what the job requires and whether they are a reasonable fit.  A sample ad and the process for recruiting candidates are outlined at the end of this article.
Step 4:  A list of  phone screen and interview questions are created, drawing from the competency questions outlined in the Topgrading book, the standard four questions the Smart’s recommend in a typical screening interview plus a few Mahoney’s team have created on their own. 
Step 5:  Once resumes start pouring in from the recruiting process an online behavioral personality survey is administered for select candidates.  They compare survey results and resumes versus the profiles from the first four steps.  This phase screens out 70% of candidates.
Step 6:  A screening interview (10 to 20 minutes) is conducted over the phone using questions from Step 4.  For successful candidates, we lay out the rest of the interviewing process. This step weeds out another 15% of candidates.
Step 7:  An individual office interview (60 to 90 minutes) is conducted with the hiring manager.  This weeds out another 10% of candidates.
Step 8: Team office interviews (2/3 day) consisting of a series of 30 to 45 minute one-on-one interviews with 4 to 6 stakeholders for the position are held.  We assign each person a competency to evaluate (e.g. business development or operations management).  The idea is to avoid a series of shallow, repetitive interviews (“So, tell me about yourself.”) and instead enables us to assemble a deep profile based on the compilation of several deep, competency-specific interviews.  We also review the job Scorecard with the candidate.  This step weeds out another 2-3% of candidates, leaving us with 2-3% of the original pool.
Step 9:  A Topgrading CIDS office interview (2.5 hours) is held with each of the finalists.  Mahoney notes that the new Topgrading DVD has been invaluable for prepping  his team for these crucial interviews.
Step 10:  At least five reference checks are conducted for each finalist.  These references are extracted from the CIDS interview process using the TORC (Threat of Reference Check approach) and the actual calls to the references are scripted according to the Topgrading process.
Step 11:  A “homework assignment” related to the position is given to each finalist.  The idea is to get a sense for whether the person is a self-starter, and whether they are willing to roll up their sleeves and work for the job. For Brittenford’s sales reps, they ask for a written personal plan for their first 30/60/90 days.  For their managing director position, they asked finalists to complete the primary components of the Gazelles’ One-Page Strategic Plan.  They gave the candidate a blank One-Page Plan template and the “how to complete” instructions.  Mahoney’s team fills in the core values and rules and asks the candidate to complete the rest of the Plan for the group they’ll be leading as MD.  This might sound like overkill but it does several things.  This step surfaces expectations gaps - are they generally aligned on where Brittenford is going?  Have they been listening?  Do they have original ideas to contribute?  It also tells Mahoney whether the candidate is able to ask good, challenging questions in order to complete the assignment. 
Step 12:  Background Check – credit, criminal history, etc.  This costs under $100 and is inexpensive insurance to uncover any potential problems.
Step 13:  A decision and offer are made.  Clearly if a candidate makes it through this process its worth paying them appropriately to entice them to join the firm.
Step 14:  First-Day Drug Screening – oral swab, non-invasive, can be done in our office, and costs $25
RECRUITING A PLAYERS
His latest search was probably his most critical – hiring the right #2 for his company. “The ad was very effective” shares Mahoney. “I received about 250 resumes, including a large number of highly-qualified candidates from Accenture, Oracle, Bearingpoint, etc.  The ad is a bit different and had exactly the intended effect of giving me higher quality candidates who are very attracted to the position.”

Here’s the ad:

Managing Director, Business Intelligence Systems

Do you have the self-assurance and confidence to drive purposely toward results while constantly problem-solving and engaging the commitment of others?  Is your leadership style firm and goal-oriented, yet able to motivate, train, and engage others in an enthusiastic way?  Do you set high standards of achievement, and place an emphasis on results and effective systems that achieve results?  Can you learn quickly and thoroughly while continually recognizing and adapting to changing conditions?  Do you possess both a technical understanding and the ability to translate business needs into technology solutions?

For the versatile, experienced leader who answers "yes" to all of these questions, this is the opportunity for you.  You will be accountable for all aspects of growing and managing an established custom software development practice group within a recognized, successful firm.  You will report directly to and work closely with the CEO of Brittenford Systems, a Microsoft Gold Certified Partner that was named by Inc. Magazine as one of the 500 fastest growing privately held companies in the nation and by Accounting Technology as one of the USA's Top 100 VARs.  This position requires little or no travel.

This is a unique opportunity to scale a proven, winning software solution and business model to a position of dominance within a stable, clearly-defined prospect base in need of a solution.  You will be measured against performance in the following areas:

· Leadership 

Conceiving, defining and communicating a clear vision to align the practice around broader corporate goals; creating positive motivational energy while driving towards goals and results.

· Business Development and Marketing
Prospecting for new clients and within existing clients at an executive level;  developing marketing strategies and product demonstrations; defining statements of work and negotiating contracts; creating white papers; networking at a senior level and public speaking at industry events.

· Consultant Management 

Recruiting, managing, and developing consultants; defining and promoting best practices methodology for services delivery.

· Product Management 
Creating a documented framework for our product and services offerings; modularizing and productizing our core solution to drive delivery repeatability, business model scalability, and sales and marketing.

· Operations Management
Stewarding a $2M+ annual budget,   managing third party vendor relationships, and providing pro active, insightful communications with client accounts, vendors, and the company leadership team.

Your ability to perform and deliver will be rewarded with a generous compensation plan and outstanding benefits package.

Brittenford System's products and services help companies accelerate business decisions.  The company’s deep understanding of systems for accounting, budgeting and forecasting, business intelligence has made it the solution provider of choice for government contractors, professional services firms, and non-profits.  We are located in the heart of Washington DC’s high-tech corridor in Reston, VA.  Founded in 1997, we serve over 150 active Washington, DC metro-area clients with a growing team of 20+ professionals.  Our 2005 revenues will exceed $4M, with a 50%+ annual growth rate.  Our superior solutions and solid business plan are driving our growth and need for strong professionals to complement our leadership team.

The successful candidate for this position will have a minimum of ten years' progressive experience and demonstrated success in the areas of practice management, engagement management, account management, product management, business development, software engineering, and team leadership.  The successful candidate will also be able to multi-task, learn quickly, adapt to change, communicate effectively, and provide thought leadership.  

A strong technical foundation, particularly with ERP systems, business intelligence software and a .Net development environment, is a must.  A passion for learning and growth are essential.  Knowledge of the government contracting industry, including business issues, companies and people, are desirable, as is demonstrated experience with public speaking, networking, and relationship building.  

If you have what it takes to contribute to this winning team, contact us at careers@brittenford.com.  We look forward to meeting you.

And what did Mahoney learn:

· While job boards are great, circulating a good job ad to your personal network is just as valuable if not more.
· A small company with a good story is much more appealing to senior folks than I realized.  We really can hire top notch folks if we aim for them.
· Our rigorous and structured interview process is itself a great selling tool.  I tell candidates up front they need to be willing to go through it, and the top candidates are turned on by the challenge and respect our selectivity.  It’s amazing to me how many of them say most companies they interview with make the decision on one or two short and loosely structured office visits.
As for the results from this latest critical search, Mahoney notes “The process was absolutely, undeniably a success.  The objectives of the process were to quickly filter through candidates, and raise the probability of success for the one we chose.  To that end, the process worked exceptionally well.”  

“Is the candidate a success?” questions Mahoney.  “I am so jaded by my past mistakes that I have to withhold judgment until he’s had time to deliver the goods.  I don’t mean to hedge.  So far, he’s doing very well (in his first three months) and he has my confidence. But here’s the good news:  He is exactly what I expected him to be.  By the time we made the decision, I knew him like his mother knows him.  So while I knew his strengths, I also knew his weaknesses and was prepared to adjust accordingly.  One of my past mistakes was that I was ‘surprised’ after hiring someone.  No surprises here; we know him and he knows us.  THAT alone is cause for a small celebration in my book.”  
