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      n a hypercompetitive climate characterized by   
      constant disruption, talent is a must-have weapon 
      for long-term survival. With the war for talent at a 
peak, companies are devoting more resources—and a 
greater share of the CEO’s time—to finding and keeping 
those individuals who can help organizations continuously 
innovate and stay ahead.  

Despite this increased focus and effort, the numbers 
show hiring success remains elusive: a recent Gartner study 
found that companies are successful with new hires just 68 
percent of the time. Even in cases where the employee has 
the skills and likes the job, retention is at a paltry 50 percent. 
“The business of people is really, really hard,” said Yves Lermusi, 
CEO and co-founder of Checkster, which co-sponsored a 
roundtable discussion at Chief Executive’s recent 2019 Talent 
Summit. The discussion focused on how companies can take a 
process with so much nuance, and seemingly so little precision, 
and make it more of a science. “Process optimization is all nice 
and great,” Lermusi added, “but if you don’t care about the 
outcome, then you’re missing something.”

The first step, participants agreed, is to understand and 
quantify what a good hire is for one’s specific company, 
and then look at how that is being measured and assessed 
along the way. At manufacturer FLEXcon, for example, hiring 
managers have specific KPIs associated with different 
roles and use a behavioral requirements tool to assess 
performance during a set period of time. “That’s going to 
help inform on the competencies we’re looking for, and it 
will help inform on the success measures for that role,” 
said Chuck Hughley, the company’s vice president of human 
resources. If, during assessment periods, someone isn’t 
hitting the targets set for onboarding, they look at the 
development gaps and create a plan based on that. “If that 
doesn’t work, obviously, we make other adjustments.” 

The speed of those adjustments is critical, said Lermusi, 
adding that great organizations make about the same 
number of bad hires as good organizations. “The main 
difference is that the great companies react much more 
quickly to the bad hires they make.” 

Because the science of hiring is so imprecise—and 
mistakes are almost inevitable—it’s key to find ways to 
quantify the elements. At Griffith Foods, hiring managers try 
to check three boxes: skillset, attitude and fit. “I consider 
skillsets to be table stakes,” says CEO TC Chatterjee. “If 
I’m interviewing and someone’s made it up to my level, my 
assumption is someone in the process has assessed that 
this person has the right skillset.” At the 90-day and 180-
day reviews, it is relatively easy to measure skillset and 
culture fit, he noted. “The attitude piece we’re still trying to 
figure how to quantify, because that’s really a qualitative 
assessment so far, and the way we’re addressing that is 
through peer reviews.”

Peer ratings are critical—but also challenging when 
you’re implementing reviews across the organization, said 
Susan Benedict, CHRO and assistant general counsel for 
Stoneridge, a designer and manufacturer of sophisticated 
electronic components for the automotive industry. “How do 
you calibrate the different raters?” she asked. Hughley noted 
that his company uses a tool from recruiter Korn Ferry that 
clarifies definitions in each of the rating areas, as well as a 
nine-box grid that aggregates ratings and offers multiple 
data points to discuss during the review. But even then, it’s 
not as exact a science as they’d like. “I continue to struggle 
with the rating piece,” he added. 

Another challenge to 360-degree rating is the potential 
for groupthink, which, Lermusi pointed out, tends to happen 
more when ratings are not confidential—and particularly 
when rating managers know their supervising managers 
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will be reading their assessments. “One best practice is to 
essentially enable confidentiality,” he said.

Look Beyond the “Top”
Corporate strategies around talent acquisition tend to focus 
resources and energy on acquiring “the best of the best.” But 
that myopic perspective might lead companies to neglect 
strategy lower down in the organization. “We [tend to] look at 
not even the top 20 percent—we look at the top 1 percent—
but you can’t build a team on 1 percent, right?” Lermusi said.

More specifically, companies have to get better at 
identifying—and weeding out—the bottom 10 percent. “We 
try to be proactive by doing reference checks, background 
checks, personality tests, skillset tests to mitigate risk in 
that [bottom] 10 percent as much as we can,” said Dina 
Schultz, COO and senior vice president at Society Insurance, 
which also uses Hogan and Caliper assessment tools to 
measure personality and fit. 

Reference checking may sound basic, said Lermusi, but it 
is too often not done right—or at all—which is why Checkster 
developed a digital reference check. Aside from saving 
hiring managers’ time, the tool uncovered critical breaches 
of integrity. “We identified that 3.8 percent [of candidates] 
were creating fake references. They were just making them 
up. I didn’t really expect that.”

As the Oracle of Omaha, Warren Buffett, famously pointed 
out, integrity is an oft-overlooked criterion that ought to be 
weighted more heavily than even intelligence and energy. “If 
they don’t have integrity, you don’t want them to have the 
other two, because they will be energetic, smart crooks, and 
you don’t want them on your team,” said Lermusi.

Having multiple people interview candidates can also 
help weed out the undesirables, said Milton Stretton, COO 
of Sonalysts, which has each candidate meet five to seven 
people. “So, you’re getting a lot of different perspectives 
rather than just the one.”

GeoStabilization, a geohazard mitigation firm, goes 
a step further, investing in training for interviewers, with 
questions designed to measure culture fit. “We also train our 
people to use long pauses to let the candidate do 90 percent 
of the talking,” said CEO Colby Barrett. That might not 
eliminate the entire bottom 10 percent, he said, “but there 
are a lot of people who will kind of talk themselves out of the 
position in the interview.” 

Review the Results
Some of the most important work is done after the hire is 
made, particularly to make sure that the talent you’re hiring 
actually aligns with your organizational needs, said Lermusi. 
He recalled working with a software company that was hiring 
salespeople, where one of the dimensions they looked for 
in prospective hires was: “You need to be able to listen to 
the customer and understand their needs.” But when the 
company did a validation post-hire, “they actually found zero 
correlations with that statement.” 

Stoneridge’s Susan Benedict, Checkster’s Yves Lermusi

Griffith Foods’s TC Chatterjee, Chief Executive Group’s Marshall 
Cooper

That kind of hindsight can be enlightening. At one point, 
Stoneridge focused on hiring mid-level managers who 
had worked at much larger companies. The company was 
growing, and they wanted to have stronger processes and 
procedures in place, as larger, more established companies 
did. “We wanted them to bring that framework to us,” 
said Benedict. “But what we found was a lot of people 
failed because they didn’t know how to adapt an existing 
framework to our situation. They didn’t know how to create 
it—that was really eye opening.” 

The ability to adapt knowledge or skills from a previous 
job to a new environment is key—but to more accurately 
predict whether new hires will be skilled at that, you really 
need learning agility assessments, said Hughley, who 
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learned that lesson the hard way five years ago with a 
seemingly great hire from a large company. “She was this 
very talented young lady who checked all the boxes, and 
I could not figure out why she failed. That sent me on a 
search.” The missing elements, he found, were learning 
agility and the ability to quickly adapt to a different 
environment. “The people who come from those big 
organizations are used to working in structure and are most 
comfortable with structure,” said Hughley. “But you want to 
put them in an environment where there’s a lot of ambiguity, 
and that’s where you see that failure happen.” 

The Right Fit
Even in situations where an individual’s skills are well 
aligned and he or she fits with the culture, retention will fail 
because the job never really fit with the individual’s lifestyle 
or personal goals, said Lermusi. Take the commute, for 
example. “When you look at studies about wellbeing and 
happiness, commuting is one of the things people hate 
most,” he said. “One surprising thing many of our customers 
learn is they were often extending offers to people who were 
too far away.” 

The more prospective hires can be exposed to the realities 
of the day-to-day job, the more accurately a hiring manager 
can predict success or failure, said Clifford Weigelt, plant 
manager for Peckham Industries, adding that he takes every 
candidate for plant work through the quarry, both so that the 
candidate has a better sense of the job and so that Weigelt 
can get a gut feel for whether the individual is up to the task.

Realistic job previews are critical for challenging 
positions, Lermusi said, pointing to Amazon warehouse jobs, 
which can sometimes have employees logging upwards of 
12 miles a day. “If you’re suffering from a high rate of people 
walking off after the first week or month, a realistic job 
preview can definitely help.”

Barrett noted that GeoStabilization uses test scores on 
existing employees to calibrate potential new hires. “So, 
when we bring in new people, we can see, ‘This person is like 

a Rob, which is great’ or ‘this person is like a Paul, which is 
not so good.’” 

Seeing candidates out and about in other settings adds 
another dimension to the evaluation. Brian Lane, president and 
CEO of Comfort Systems, noted that he likes to take candidates 
for senior positions out to dinner—not to wine and dine them, 
but to see how they interact with others in a public setting. 
“Because that’s how they have to treat the customers or 
employees.”  

Ultimately, the most successful hiring strategy will 
incorporate multiple screening tools, the most accurate 
of which are solid reference checks, like peer ratings, 
structured interviews, work sample tests, general mental 
abilities assessments and peer ratings. Getting the formula 
right makes the difference between high turnover and a 
healthy bench. “As CEOs,” Lermusi said, “this is really the 
most important decision we make for the business.” 

Sonalysts’s Milton Stretton


