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There has never been a more formidable, dynamic 
phenomena gathering strength on the business horizon 
than now.  

While temporarily suspended by the so-called “Great 
Recession” of 2009/10, the dual forces of the “War for 
Talent” and the “Leadership Gap” may prove to be the 
biggest challenge businesses will face over the next 25 
years.  

In our view, with more than 75 years’ combined 
business experience, the indicators are alarming and 
the associated statistics compelling: 

v 90% of all recruiters say the market for talent is already “candidate-driven”. 
 

v The #1 obstacle to profitable growth cited by businesses of all sizes is the growing lack of 
qualified candidates. 47% of small businesses report that there are simply no qualified 
candidates to fill current openings. 
 

v 3% of executive placements (new hires and promotions) are said to “fail spectacularly” while 
more than 50% “quietly struggle” to contribute let alone fully meet expectations in the first 18 
months in their new role. 
 

v More than 45% of these placements fail outright in the first 18 months. 
 

v Among those in new leadership roles, 57% report finding decisions “far more complicated” that 
they anticipated while 59% find it “impossible” to “lead at the right level” because they struggle 
off-loading old duties. 
 

Compounding these sobering statistics are the findings of Hay Associates and others who have 
determined: 
 

v 76% of development processes were viewed by new leaders as not at all or minimally effective 
in preparing them for new roles; 
 

v 55% of new leaders’ report having received little or no coaching, mentoring or feedback; while 
45% reported having a “very poor understanding” of the challenges they faced; and nearly 
70% reported they were poorly prepared for their leadership assignment. 

Other than that, most businesses are poised for success!  

With the average cost of a failed placement estimated to be at least three-times the executive’s annual 
compensation, figuring out how to successfully navigate through this perfect storm will literally mean 
the difference between survival or failure for many organizations. Those who are successful will likely 
ensure their future by embracing best practices and challenging conventional thinking. The status is 
no longer quo. 

Our intent in writing this paper is to share some of our experiences regarding what works and what 
doesn’t relative to these talent challenges. Along the way, we hope to challenge a few longstanding 
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myths and paradigms that may inhibit your success and stimulate a mutually beneficial dialogue. We 
welcome your input.  

 

“Measure it Twice, Cut it Once” 

As my father explained to me when teaching me 
basic carpentry, it’s always best to be doubly sure of 
your measurements before you make your cut. 
Perhaps not surprisingly this applies equally well to 
talent assessment and placement disciplines. All too 
often executives grossly over-estimate their own 
talent assessment skills as well as the effectiveness 
of their talent management or human resource 
processes.  

In one instance, a CEO / client of ours (who shall 
remain nameless) asked us to observe and critique 
his interview skills. As part of our assessment, we observed multiple interviews for a key executive 
hire. What we discovered shocked the CEO (and even us). His average interview lasted 50 minutes 
and of that time, he spoke for an average of 38 minutes. That left, on average, 12 minutes for the CEO 
to assess the candidate’s qualifications and fit. For a CEO who truly believed he could “peer into a 
candidate’s soul in a 50- minute interview”, the data was revealing if not horrifying. His assessment 
skills and disciplines were weak and the quality of his organization’s talent management processes 
were no better. 

 

Best Practice #1: Interviewing & Assessment Skills 

Invest in developing your leaders’ interviewing and 
assessment skills. Interviewing is a science, not an 
art. There are no “trick” questions that are an 
adequate substitute for robust, chronological, in-
depth interviewing techniques. We may want to 
believe that asking a candidate “where they see 
themselves in 5 years” will reveal deep truths, but 
they won’t. There is no substitute for doing the hard 
work of conducting an effective assessment of a 
candidate. Engaging the services of a 3rd party 
professional assessment firm to supplement your 
assessment work is highly advisable, and when you 
consider the cost of a failed placement the 
investment makes good sense. 

In our assessment process we conduct an in-depth career history interview (typically 3 to 4 hours in 
length), we speak with at least five (5) references of our choosing (we receive a release from the 
candidate to do so) and we apply an appropriate psychometric profile(s). We then assess the 
candidate against a success profile that outlines all the factors and qualifications viewed as critical by 
all the key stakeholders to the position. This process allows us to make a “Go”, “No Go” or “Proceed 
with Caution” recommendation regarding the candidate’s fit for the role.  As you might guess this level 
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of due diligence on placements is the exception not the rule, therefore the high failure rate for traditional 
selection processes should not be a surprise. 

 

A Seismic Shift in Search Industry  

Few industries were more profoundly 
impacted by the growth of the internet 
than the search industry; yet few 
industries have adapted more slowly or 
resisted change more stubbornly. Many 
search firms market and sell their 
services in much the same they did prior 
to the dawn of the internet. They tout 
industry contacts and in-house databases 
of qualified candidates. Industry “experts” 
are claimed to have the capability and 
networks to quickly source talent for most 
any role. This all sounds good but 
unfortunately it’s mostly baloney and it is 
not where value is added.  

The ability to leverage a wide variety of professional networks and tools to source both active and 
passive candidates (those not currently looking for a new job) is no longer the real value-add of search 
services. Rather, in our opinion, it’s the ability to assess fit versus client-specific critical requirements 
that is key. Why do 45% of placements fail in the first 18 months? Most often it is because the fit was 
simply wrong. Either the candidate misunderstood the client company’s needs, expectations and/or 
culture; or the candidate was not what the client company thought they were. Either way it’s a very 
expensive misjudgment. 

 

Best Practice #2: Selecting the Right Search Partner    

Be a well-informed, discriminating consumer of search services. Utilize search partners who 
understand the new environment and whose expertise is their assessment processes not their 
candidate sourcing prowess. In our firm, only our partners conduct searches. In many large, national 
firms unless you are awarding them multiple search contracts per year, it’s highly likely a junior 
associate is conducting your search, not the senior partner who sold the search to you in the first 
place.  

Ask the prospective partner the following questions: 

• How do you differentiate yourself from your competition? 
• How are candidates evaluated?  
• What can a candidate expect from your process?  
• What is your process to determine “fit”? 
• Who specifically will be conducting the candidate interviews? 
• What, if any, support do you include after the hire to ensure a successful transition? 
• If the successful candidate isn’t working out, how would you address such an issue? 
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Know What Good Looks Like 

Fundamental to a successful placement, (either an 
external new hire or an internal placement) is defining 
“what good looks like”. This requires a detailed 
understanding of the critical success factors for a given 
leadership role as well as the key qualifications of a 
successful candidate. Without a doubt, this seemingly 
common sense step is very often poorly done or not done 
at all. Please don’t misunderstand, this is no simple job 
description or search specification. What is required is 
something far more robust. It should capture both the 
spoken and unspoken requirements for success.  

 

Best Practice #3: The Critical Success Profile (CSP) 

An effective CSP should include the following components: 

• A description of the important competencies required for success in terms of company specific 
values and/or leadership characteristics; 

• A description of the current culture including specific considerations regarding: 
o Flexibility 
o Responsibilities 
o Standards of performance 
o Reward systems 
o Team commitment 
o Clarity 

 
• A description of the leadership characteristics of successful executives at the company, such 

as their: 
o Ability to focus on and produce results 
o Readiness and willingness to take responsibility 
o Communication and influence skills 
o Ability to focus on solutions 
o Ability to hold themselves and others accountable 
o Ability to coach, teach and otherwise develop and enable others’ success 
o Ability to build and nurture healthy professional relationships 
o Ability to inspire trust, collaborate and lead teams  
o Initiative and energy 

 
• A description of the management competencies required for success, such as: 

o Business acumen 
o Change management and innovation skills 
o Customer focus 
o Management maturity 
o Ability to solve problems and make effective decisions 
o Planning and organizing 
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Such a profile is best constructed through an iterative process involving structured input from the 
position’s key stakeholders. We expand on this point in Best Practice #4 which follows. 

 

Betting the Business 

Many organizations of all sizes in all kinds of industries are betting 
on younger leaders to achieve strategic and operational success. 
Some are doing so out of need due to attrition, others literally in a 
gamble to achieve better results. Regardless of the reason, in the 
vast majority of cases the opportunity for new leaders to obtain 
greater levels of leadership responsibility is coming without 
adequate training or transition planning, and in advance of 
adequate experience, managerial know-how and leadership 
maturity. Not surprisingly as a result, many are failing, some 
spectacularly. The impact of their struggle and their failure 
cascades through their direct reports and directly affects peers 
who share objectives with the leader putting overall organizational 
performance at risk. 

 

Best Practice #4: Executive Assimilation 

 

In order to significantly enhance a new leader’s probability of 
success, it is vital to not leave their preparation and 
assimilation to their new responsibilities to chance. A best 
practice is to prepare a CSP for new leaders as referenced 
and described in the previous section, and to provide the new 
leader with a facilitated assimilation process which can 
accelerate his/her understanding of the key issues, 
challenges and opportunities they will face.  

In many instances we recommend pairing the new leader with 
an experienced coach/mentor, preferably someone with 
significant leadership experience themselves, someone who 
has “been there and done that”. While we have great respect 
for traditional executive coaches who focus on remedial 
behavioral change, new leaders with significant responsibility 
need coaching and mentoring. They need a higher level of 
experience and support to ensure their success and ultimately 
the organization’s success. This enables the new leader to 
interact and receive counsel from someone who can directly 
relate to the new leader’s concerns and anxieties not just 
advise them regarding derailing behaviors.  

Specifically, we recommend the following process steps: 

1. Determine the key constituents or stakeholders to the new leader’s success, including their 
direct manager, peers, direct reports and other colleagues; 

2. Conduct independent, confidential interviews with these stakeholders; 
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3. Synthesize the data from the interviews, utilize any position descriptions, operating or strategic 
plan documents as well as any other plans or documents as appropriate in developing the 
critical success profile draft; 

4. Conduct a review of the CSP with new leader as well as his/her sponsor to ensure 
completeness and accuracy;  

5. Prepare the new leader for and conduct an assimilation meeting with direct reports; 
6. Align new leader with suitable mentor/coach; 
7. Monitor for success and loop back with the stakeholders following 90 to 120 days to ensure 

the leader is on-track; 
8. Take remedial action as warranted. 

 

As part of our standard search offering, we incorporate the development of the critical success profile 
as well as the assimilation session to better ensure the success of our placements. This is widely 
viewed as an important value-added step and it is critical to our long term success as we are often 
only as good as our last placement. We can also offer expert executive coaching/mentoring to 
supplement this process.  

 

We hope these few concepts and best practices will help in your efforts to navigate the coming “perfect 
storm”.  

 

If we can be of further assistance, we would welcome the opportunity to do so. 

 


