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I've been interviewing candidates for years. Some were great people who underperformed when taking jobs ill-suited for them. Others became stars by finding situations that allowed them to excel. When it comes to hiring there are four types of people ranging from people you should hire to those you shouldn't. However, the types described are not fixed!

As Phillip E indicates in his comments, "Obviously, the types refer to hiring outcomes and not to personalities." 
The outcomes are situational, depending on the job itself, the hiring manager, the company culture and if the right person was chosen for the right job. Most often this is not the case. This type classification provides advice for hiring managers on what it takes to hire more great people that fit the actual job needs. On the flip side, job-seekers can reverse engineer the advice and use it to seek out opportunities that allow them to become Type 4 hires.

The Four Types of Hiring Possibilities
· Type 1: those you should never hire. If you’ve ever hired someone who is a true under-performer it’s apparent to everyone else you did something fundamentally wrong. The likely causes: you didn’t look at the resume, you trusted your gut, you didn’t know the job, you hired largely on presentation and personality, you were desperate, or you didn’t conduct a background check.

· Type 2: the bottom-third of those who are hired. Typically these people have the basic experiences, technical skills and academic background, but they’re assessed primarily on their personality, first impression, affability and presentation skills. One big problem with these hires is they need more coaching and supervision to do average work. Worse, some demotivate everyone else on the team. These people can all become Types 3 and 4 giving the right situation. 

· Type 3: the middle-third of those who are hired. These people also have the basic skills and experiences, but in this case the assessment is more thorough. Generally this involves more behavioral-like interviews with more people, a more in-depth technical assessment, a battery of questionnaires, and a thorough background check. This is the interview process most companies use and it’s one designed largely to prevent mistakes. The unintended consequence is hiring people just like those who have always been hired since it’s the safer decision. The reasons these people aren’t in the top-third typically involve lack of motivation to do the actual work, some cultural fit problem, a style-clash with the hiring manager, or lack of necessary drive, leadership or team skills. Under the right circumstances everyone in this group can be a Type 4. 

· Type 4: those you hire who wind up being in the top-third of those hired. These are your star performers – the strong leaders who get results regardless of the challenges. They’re highly motivated to do the actual work required, they take on projects no one else wants, and they fit seamlessly with the people, culture and manager.

Here are some commonsense things you can do to hire more Type 4s and what job-seekers can do to find Type 4 situations:

Four Big Ideas for Hiring More Type 4 People
1. Define Type 4 performance. Take every “must-have” factor and generic responsibility on the job description and have the hiring manager define how the person uses the skill on the job. This should be in the form of a task or an activity. Then ask what the top-third people do differently doing the same work. Put the top 6-8 of these performance objectives into priority order. These are the same things you tell the new person what needs to be accomplished on the first day on the job. Here’s a complete handbook for preparing these types of performance-based job descriptions for any job. Here’s the one-minute management version.

2. Attract more Type 4 people. Since everyone wants to hire these Type 4 people, you’ll need to use compelling recruiting advertising that emphasizes what they’ll be learning, doing and becoming. Whether this is a job posting, email or voice mail, you’ll need to attract the person’s attention and enter into a series of exploratory conversations to keep them engaged.

3. Assess and screen for Type 4 performance. Since they’re handling bigger projects sooner than their peers and getting promoted faster, Type 4 people typically have less experience and depth of skills than Type 3 people. This is offset by the intensity of their experiences, their ability to rapidly learn and apply new skills, and having the opportunity to develop their team and leadership skills early in their career. Dig deep into their major accomplishments, seeking out these Type 4 level indicators. The Most Important Interview Question of All Time can guide you through this process.

4. Stop using processes designed to attract and hire Type 3 people. If the bulk of the people you’re seeing are Type 1, Type 2 and Type 3, you won’t hire many Type 4s. Weeding out the weak in the hope that a few strong survive is an exercise in futility. Since Type 4 people, whether they’re active or passive job-seekers, are always more discriminating, you need to design your hiring processes around how these people look for work and how they expect to be interviewed and hired. Here’s how to get out of this Catch-22 Staffing Spiral of Doom.

If there is no difference between the top-third of the people you hire and the bottom-third, you can safely ignore this article. However, if you want to see and hire more Type 4s and raise the talent bar, you have to design your hiring processes around how these people look for new career opportunities and how they expect to be professionally recruited and interviewed. It starts by doing the right stuff while stopping doing the wrong stuff. Unfortunately, the stopping is far more difficult than the starting.

_____________________

Lou Adler (@LouA) is the CEO of The Adler Group, a consulting and training firm helping companies implement Performance-based Hiring. He's also a regular columnist for Inc. Magazine and BusinessInsider. His latest book, The Essential Guide for Hiring & Getting Hired (Workbench, 2013), provides hands-on advice for job-seekers, hiring managers and recruiters on how to find the best job and hire the best people. You can continue the conversation on LinkedIn's Essential Guide for Hiring Discussion Group.
To Hire Better People Define the Job Before You Define the Person
Posted by Lou Adler on June 8, 2014 

What’s work, anyway?
It’s certainly not a job description listing skills, experiences, “must have” personal traits and academic requirements. This is a person description, certainly not a job description. Adding a list of generic responsibilities doesn’t help much in defining the actual work, but collectively this is what companies around the world use to attract, screen and select new employees. In my opinion, this is the core reason why we have diversity hiring challenges, an artificial skills gap, a stubbornly high unemployment rate, why companies find it difficult to find enough talented people, and why there’s a huge group of fully employed people who are unsatisfied with their jobs.

The next time you’re hiring someone for a new position, you might want to put the person description in the parking lot and ask the following questions to better understand what it takes to be successful. The questions and responses below are all based on actual discussions I’ve had with hiring managers. Job-seekers should ask the same questions at the beginning of every interview.

Some Questions You Can Ask to Understand the Real Job
“What are some of the big performance objectives for the job?”

For a cost manager, it was, “Working with IT, outside consulting firms, accounting and internal audit, lead the worldwide implementation of the latest SAP manufacturing cost module under an extremely tight launch schedule.” The job description said, “Must have a CPA, MBA, strong cost and systems knowledge, excellent team and project management skills and 8-10 years comparable experience.” (This was in 1985.)
If the manager is having difficulty figuring out the major objectives, I ask, “What’s the most important project, challenge or problem the person will need to address over the course of the first year?

For a plant manager in the food industry it was, “Find out what it would take to become the first Baldridge Award winner in the industry, and then achieve it.” (This was in 1992.)
For these project jobs, I then ask, “What will the person do in the first few months and over the course of the project give you confidence the person will be successful?

This usually results in 4-5 performance objectives that describe the process top people use to implement big programs. They follow this rough sequence: 1) figure out the problem and/or audit the process, 2) evaluate alternate solutions and conduct a trade-off analysis, 3) develop a plan of action and get it approved, 4) obtain the resources and build the team, 5) implement the plan and resolve every problem along the way to make sure the project is completed on-time and on budget. (This was true in 1985, yesterday and every day in-between.)
For non-projects jobs I ask, “What do these people spend most of their time doing and what do the best people do differently than the average person?”

At a large call center selling Yellow Page renewals it was, “Contact 30-40 customers per day and achieve a minimum of 65% renewals.” The best hit a 90% renewal rate by engaging in small talk for 2-3 minutes before asking for the renewal. The hiring manager who ran the 300+ person call center for 20 years thought they needed to have detailed product knowledge and strong persuasive skills. They didn’t. (This was in 1999.) 
For a software developer it was, “Completely understand the mobile customer requirements before writing a single line of Python, Ruby, C++, Java or Javascript code.” (This was in 2014.)
To get at the team issues, I ask, “Describe the organizational aspects of the job and some of the big team or people challenges involved? What would a good resolution to these look like?”

For a product marketing manager what was initially “Exceptional team and communication skills,” became, “In a matrix environment, pull together a task force of technical, operations, financial and sales people to ensure the successful launch of a new product line under a very tight schedule.” (This was in 2005, 2008, and 2013.)
When managers are insistent on the person possessing some strong technical ability, I ask, “How will the person use this skill or ability on the job, and how will you know the person is successful?”

For a VP Marketing, the CEO insisted on deep product knowledge and an MBA and BSEE from top-tier universities. The deliverable was, “Within six months put together a detailed three-year product roadmap defining the major product requirements and high-level performance specifications.” (This was in 2000.)
For a multi-step repeatable process like selling a complex product or designing and launching an engineered product, I first ask the hiring manager to map out the basic process from beginning to end. Then I ask, “How do you track performance at each step, and what do the best people do differently?”

For a sales representative selling enterprise software, there were seven key steps, but the big difference between the best and the rest was, “Completely understand the customer’s business issues and gaps in their data analytics, before making the first formal presentation.” The average sales reps were primarily focused on getting as many presentations as possible. The best were focused on demonstrating how they could solve critical customer problems. (This was in 2003.)
In every single case, when the work was defined properly, the company was able to find and hire an exceptional person, and not one person had the exact skills initially listed. The results were random when using skills, experience, academic requirements and personality traits to define the work and attract and screen candidates for the same jobs.

At the end of one session one hiring manager asked me, “How much skills and experience does the person need to do this work, then?” I answered, “Just enough.” And that’s why you need to define the job before you define the person.

HIRING 
How to Slow Dance--and Other Recruiting Tips

BY Lou Adler  @LouA 

The trick to seducing passive candidates is simple: Move slowly, study their moves, and make certain they're leading as much as they're following.

An HR leader in the U.K. just phoned, asking me how to use the One-Question Performance-Based Interview to assess passive candidates. The problem is, as everyone who has attempted the same feat knows, passive candidates don't want to be interviewed. I advised that he learn to dance, slowly.

Recognize that passive candidates won't agree to an interview until they know something about the job. And if they find out the job doesn't meet their criteria, they'll opt out before the interview ever beings. This is where slow dancing is important.

Learning to Dance and Other Passive-Candidate Recruiting Tips
Step One: Convert your job into a career move.

Recognize that top people, whether passive or active candidates, will be turned off by traditional skills-infested job descriptions. Instead, describe the job as a series of four or five performance objectives, being sure to include the big potential challenges--and impact of the role. Emphasize the employee value proposition, describing why the job is important and the big benefit to the person hired. Here's a sample.

Step Two: Learn the One-Question Performance-Based Interview.

In an earlier post, I suggested that the most important interview question of all time is "Tell me about your most significant career accomplishment."

Step Three: Ask the universal yes question.

When you get a person on the phone, ask "Would you be open to exploring a new opportunity if it were clearly superior to what you're doing today?" If you don't get a yes, practice until you do. This is an important dance step, because you can't tell candidates much about the job right out of the gate; you've got to entice without the benefit of details. Right after the yes, say "Great. Let's review your LinkedIn profile for a minute or two, and then I'll give you a quick overview of the job."

Step Four: Look for mini career gaps in the candidate's background.

In order for your job to represent a career move for the candidate, you'll need to find three or four inherent factors that meet the person's career needs. A few examples include learning new skills, managing a bigger team, being part of a more important project, or contributing to a faster-growing company. Of course, there can't be too much of a stretch, or the candidate will be considered too light, so seeking a balance here is necessary.

Step Four: Use the "pull-toward" move to get the candidate excited about your opening.

Before you ask the question in Step Two, describe one of the job's major performance objectives and why it's important to the company's strategy or mission. Then ask the candidate to describe his or her most comparable significant accomplishment. When candidates find the challenge interesting, they are eager to fully explain what they've done.

Step Five: Use the "push-away" move to get the person to sell you.

Expressing legitimate concern can often make the job even more appealing from a career-move standpoint. Here's an example: "I'm a little concerned you haven't managed as big a team as this department needs. Despite this, can you please tell me about your biggest management accomplishment? I want to see if there is a fit that isn't too much of a stretch." When candidates find the idea of taking on this challenge appealing, they will try to convince you they're qualified. As important, they will be more forthcoming about their background than they might have been otherwise.

If you're a bit clumsy dancing this way, try out these first cautious steps, then get the complete manual (listen to the sample audio tips for some quick lessons). You'll know you're leading properly when your once-reluctant partner attempts to convince you that he or she is fully qualified. Recruiting passive candidates is not about selling them on how great your open job is; it's about getting them to sell you on why they're qualified. That's what slow dancing is really all about.

The Most Important Interview Question of All Time - Part 1

NOTE - this is not the ONLY question, just the most important. Make sure you check out THE ANSWER (Part 2) post. Part 3 is for job-seekers on how to prepare for the interview.)
Over the past 30+ years as a recruiter, I can confirm that at least two-thirds of my hiring manager clients weren’t very good at interviewing. Yet, over 90% thought they were. To overcome this situation, it was critical that I became a better interviewer than them, to prove with evidence that the candidate was competent and motivated to do the work required. This led me on a quest for the single best interview question that would allow me to overcome any incorrect assessment with actual evidence.

It took about 10 years of trial and error. Then I finally hit upon one question that did it all.

Here’s it is:

What single project or task would you consider the most significant accomplishment in your career so far? 
To see why this simple question is so powerful, imagine you’re the candidate and I’ve just asked you this question. What accomplishment would you select? Then imagine over the course of the next 15-20 minutes I dug deeper and asked you about the following. How would you respond?

· Can you give me a detailed overview of the accomplishment?

· Tell me about the company, your title, your position, your role, and the team involved.

· What were the actual results achieved?

· When did it take place and how long did the project take.

· Why you were chosen?

· What were the 3-4 biggest challenges you faced and how did you deal with them?

· Where did you go the extra mile or take the initiative?

· Walk me through the plan, how you managed to it, and if it was successful.

· Describe the environment and resources.

· Describe your manager’s style and whether you liked it or not.

· Describe the technical skills needed to accomplish the objective and how they were used.

· Some of the biggest mistakes you made.

· Aspects of the project you truly enjoyed.

· Aspects you didn’t especially care about and how you handled them.

· How you managed and influenced others, with lots of examples.

· How you were managed, coached, and influenced by others, with lots of examples.

· How you changed and grew as a person.

· What you would do differently if you could do it again.

· What type of formal recognition did you receive?

If the accomplishment was comparable to a real job requirement, and if the answer was detailed enough to take 15-20 minutes to complete, consider how much an interviewer would know about your ability to handle the job. The insight gained from this type of question would be remarkable. But the real issue is not the question, this is just a setup. The details underlying the accomplishment are what's most important. This is what real interviewing is about – getting into the details and comparing what the candidate has accomplished in comparison to what needs to be accomplished. Don’t waste time asking a lot of clever questions during the interview, or box checking their skills and experiences: spend time learning to get the answer to just this one question.

As you’ll discover you’ll then have all of the information to prove to other interviewers that their assessments were biased, superficial, emotional, too technical, intuitive or based on whether they liked the candidate or not. Getting the answer to this one question is all it takes.

The ANSWER to "The Most Important Interview Question of All Time" Part 2

January 21, 2013 

In a lively blog post last week, I suggested that the following was the most important interview question (MIQ) of all time:

What single project or task would you consider the most significant accomplishment in your career, so far?
So far over 300,000 people attempted to answer the question following the set of follow-up questions provided. It takes about 15 minutes to fully understand the accomplishment. When you try it out, you'll be amazed at how much you've revealed about yourself and your abilities. You'll also discover the answers can't be faked, unless you take a shortcut.

From a practical strandpoint, without knowing what job is being filled, there's really no correct answer to this MIQ. To get part of the correct answer, you need to ask the hiring manager this first: What's the most important project or task this person needs to handle in order to be considered successful?
You need specific details to fully understand the scope of the job, but at least now you can compare the person's biggest accomplishment to this benchmark to determine if the person is too heavy, too light, or a possible fit. Now we're getting close to the correct answer. You can then dig deeper with those who are possible hires by asking the candidate the same MIQ question for 3-4 different accomplishments spaced out over the past 3-10 years. This reveals the person's long term trend line of growth and performance.

Repeating the MIQ is why it's the MIQ of all time.
A full assessment is made by comparing the scope and consistency of these accomplishments to the complete set of performance objectives for the job. As part of this consideration must be given to the hiring manager’s leadership style, the company culture, the local environment, and any unusual job circumstances, like lack of resources, a tight schedule, or some critical technical need.

The objective I had when I started this whole process was to find a practical way to counter hiring managers who made incorrect assessments based on a narrow set of technical requirements, overvaling first impressions, lack of insight regarding real job needs, or those who put too much trust in their gut. It turned out that the tangible evidence gained from the MIQ and the trend line was all that was needed. From this I discovered that "out-facting" a hiring manager was far more effective than bullheadedness.

As many readers commented, the form of the MIQ is a bit different for entry-level and less-experienced candidates. In this case I ask where they went the extra mile or have them describe smaller projects or tasks that they were excited about, received formal recognition for, or about work that made them proud. Talented youngsters have a bunch of things to brag about, so this is a good way to pull this out. As examples, we helped the YMCA hire a 100,000 15-16 year old camp counselors one summer using this question, and worked with a well-known hamburger chain using a similar process. The big benefit: the kids were hired because of their work-ethic and sense of responsibilty, not on their appearance or affability. The same technique works for non-kids, too.

Bottom line: there's more to determining if a candidate is a good fit for a job than the MIQ, but this is a critical part of it. The bigger part is first defining real job requirements in the form of 5-6 critical performance objectives. Collectively, this will help minimize the most common of all hiring mistakes – hiring a great person for the wrong job, or not hiring the right one.

Job-seekers: How to Answer “The Most Important Interview Question of All Time” – Part 3

January 28, 2013 

About 95% of the 325,000 people who read “The Most Important Interview Question of All Time” (MIQ) agreed. Here’s why I believe it:

1) As an outside recruiter, I never vote on who should be hired. However, by presenting concrete evidence versus fact-less claims, i.e. "not technically strong enough," or “the person just wouldn’t fit,” I’m in a better position to ensure my candidates are assessed objectively.

2) Asking a series of MIQ-like questions to determine the candidate’s trend of performance over time demonstrates consistency of performance in a variety of situations. This is far superior than asking a bunch of random behavioral interview questions.

3) The candidate’s answers to these MIQs need to be compared to a performance-based job description to accurately assess competency, motivation and fit with the actual job requirements. Without some type of performance benchmark like this, most interviewers default to their built-in biases: technical, intuitive or emotional.

4) Top candidates aren’t interested in lateral transfers and don’t want to work for managers who seem like weak leaders. Asking the MIQ demonstrates that the company has high selection standards and that the hiring manager knows exactly how to asses, hire and develop strong people.

As more interviewers use this style of performance-based interviewing, it’s important that job-seekers become fully prepared. Here’s how:

· Read the Most Important Interview Question of All Time and answer every follow-up question completely for your most significant career accomplishment. Write these down. Although it will take some time to do this properly, you’ll be more confident during the actual interview.

· For each of your past jobs summarize your other big accomplishments. Pick 3-4 and describe these in two or three sentences each, include dates, facts, and specific performance details. Use the list of follow-up questions in the MIQ for ideas of what’s important.

· Based on these accomplishments pull out your big strengths (4-5) and a few weaknesses. Tie each one to a specific accomplishment writing down a few extra details. Use a specific example from one of the accomplishmentrs to demonstrate each strength. For each weakness, describe how you overcame it, and how you’re dealing with it today. Describing weaknesses this way demonstrates that you're a person who can be coached and wants to become better. Saying you don't have any weaknesses means you can't become better.

· For practice, have someone ask you to describe each of the major accomplishments. Spend 1-2 minutes providing a good summary of each one. It’s critical that you talk at least one minute, and no longer than three. Short answers are too vague, and long answers are too boring.

· Practice describing each strength with the example. These should each be about one minute each. The examples are what interviewers remember, not general statements.

· Don’t try to fake this stuff. Everything must tie together. Writing everything down and practicing it is essential. Don’t take any shortcuts.

· If the interviewer doesn’t ask you the right questions, ask the person to describe some of the critical challenges involved in the job. Ask for details like those in the sub-questions to the MIQ. Then give your best comparable accomplishment.

For more on how to prepare properly, check out my post on how to Use Solution Selling to Ace the Interview. Caution: doing this as described will not help you get a job you don’t deserve, but it will help you get one you do. Good Luck!

Use Solution Selling to Ace the Interview

By Lou Adler

October 24, 2012 
In sales, whenever a product or service needs to be customized – like purchasing a complex piece of equipment – sales reps use a process called solution selling to understand their customer’s needs. This process involves asking questions to uncover the actual requirements, why a change or upgrade is needed, the current problems and pains to be resolved, and what a good solution would look like. The sales rep then tailors a solution to meet these needs. This is a fundamentally different process than transactional selling, where the rep can only add a few accessories or modify the price, like when buying a new car. 

Here's the problem I have with the hiring processes most companies use: they are trying to fill a poorly defined job using imperfect screening and assessment tools, and hope to find a perfect candidate.
Candidates need to understand that most recruiters use a transactional process to fill positions, using traditional job descriptions listing skills, academics, and required experience to screen and select candidates. A savvy candidate who doesn't exactly fit the criteria can overcome the odds and gain an advantage by using solution selling. The idea is to reposition the job to one you’re better able to fit. Following are some ideas on how to pull this off, but observe the cautionary advice in point 4. 

1)   Ask these types of solution selling questions early in the interview:

· Why is the job open?

· What are some of the big challenges the person hired will need to address?

· What are some problems that need fixing?

· How does the job fit with the company strategy?

· What’s the most important thing the person hired needs to do in the first 3-6 months to be considered successful?

Note: David Ruane suggested this technique as a lead in to ask these questions -  "As well as answering your questions, I'd like to understand how my experience and skillset can bring value to this role, would you mind if I ask some questions upfront which will help me assess this?"
2)   Once you understand the 2-3 big things the person needs to accomplish, you then need to position yourself as the solution. The idea behind this is that there are many qualified people who can successfully do this work, but get excluded because they don’t perfectly fit the traditional skills and experience type of job description. To overcome this you’ll need to give examples of your accomplishments that most directly relate to these accomplishment.

3)   As you describe your accomplishments use the following two-minute SAFW format – Say A Few Words:

· S: make an opening Statement

· A: Amplify the statement

· F: provide a Few examples and details as specific proof

· W: conclude with a Wrap-up sentence

As part of your answer, don’t talk for less than one minute or more than three. If it’s too short no one will believe you, and if you’re too long, you’ll be considered insensitive and boring.

4)   CAUTION: This advice will only work if you’ve done something comparable. It will backfire if you try to fake it. Equally important, you need to prepare your answers ahead of time. The short way to do this is to prepare an SAFW response for everyone of your strengths. The examples are the most important part of this. Make sure you have a lots of different examples you can choose from that best fit the company’s needs, and practice, practice, practice giving the two-minute SAFW response. My new book will have more advice on how to do this, but this will be a good way to get started.

The problem I have with the hiring processes most companies use is they are trying to fill a poorly defined job using imperfect screening and assessment tools, and hope to find a perfect candidate. To overcome this flawed process, candidates need to take matters into their own hands if they want to be evaluated properly. Solution selling might help you get the job you deserve. Even asking the questions will brand you as assertive, and if you ask the questions diplomatically you’ll be labeled as a person with good interpersonal skills. Best of all: if you’ve accomplished most of the things required, you’ll become a serious contender for the open job. They might even redefine the job a bit to better fit your capabilities. Collectively, this is how you perfectly fit a round peg into a square hole. 

