A Change in Perspective: Hire Top Employees, not Top Candidates
Lou Adler
One of the biggest problems with most hiring systems is the misguided focus on trying to find and hire top candidates rather than top employees. They are not the same. 

Top employees exceed expectations. They do more than required. They learn quickly. They don’t make excuses. They anticipate and solve job-specific problems. They take the initiative. They quickly learn whatever they need to know. They go out of their way to help and develop others. They’re committed, focused and consistently make it happen. The best always do more than they’re required to do, both individually, and working with and through other people. That’s the description of a top employee, and the type of person you want on your team in every position. 

Top Employees vs. Top Candidates

Top Employee 

•     Highly motivated to do the work

•     Extremely competent

•     Strong team player

•     More discriminating

•     Takes longer to decide

•     Requires more information

•     Decides with others

•     Values opportunity over compensation

•     Won’t apply to average jobs

•     Looks infrequently

Top Candidate

•     Good resume

•     Good skills

•     On time and prepared

•     Enthusiastic

•     Great first impression

•     Motivated to get a job

•     Short-term focus

•     Aggressively looking

•     Will apply to multiple jobs

Who would you rather hire?

Top Candidates are not Top Employees

Top candidates have strong resumes, make good first impressions, are friendly and enthusiastic during the interview, are prepared, are on time, and are good communicators. They make great presentations. They ask good questions. They follow-up. They send thank you notes. They express interest, and are poised and confident. 

Unfortunately, none of this indicates that the candidate is a top employee. Yet most interviewers assume it does. Presentation is not performance, and mixing the two is the number one reason hiring mistakes are made.

If you’ve ever hired a person who is partially competent, or competent but not motivated, you’ve hired more on presentation, and less on performance. This is the number one hiring error. Just because someone makes a good presentation and has a good resume, doesn’t mean the person is a top employee. And just because someone is late or a little nervous, or missing a few years of something or other, doesn’t mean he or she is not a top employee. From my observations,  if you hire on presentation rather than performance, two-thirds of the time you’ll be wrong. This correlates closely with Peter Drucker’s observations that only about a third of all hires meet or beat expectations. The rest fall short in some way. Some should never have been hired. The others require too much supervision just to be average.   

The impact of this top employee vs. top candidate difference affects every step in the hiring process. Top employees look for work and accept offers differently than top candidates. The best employees want a tougher interview, so don’t sell them, challenge them instead. The best people require more information to determine if you’re offering a career opportunity, or just another job. Bottom line, the best employees look at a new job as the first step in a new career phase. Typical candidates look at the new job as the end of a difficult job search. To hire top employees, everything must be designed from their perspective. How well this is done determines if a company hires top employees or top candidates.

How a Top Employee Perspective Impacts Sourcing

The biggest impact this top employee perspective has is on sourcing. The best employees tend to be less active than the best candidates. They won’t look at page after page of job listings, even if they occasionally look on job boards. Most advertising seen on job boards today is outdated. Titles are boring, the jobs are hard to find, and key words (how most people look for jobs) are not properly matched based on how people would look. The descriptions read as if they were designed to prevent the best from applying, overemphasizing skills, and rarely describing opportunities. To make matters worse, the application processes at most companies are poorly designed, making candidates jump through hoops, take silly questionnaires, and fill in too much information. Top employees must be treated as customers, not vendors. 

Advertising

Job board adverting done right can be a great source of some fine 

people. Here are a few ideas on how to attract those top employees who look infrequently. Even if a candidate is referred to your company the person will still check out the listings, so you need to do this if you want to attract the best.

*Highly visible advertising: Make sure your ads are easy to find and are near the top of any listing. Also make sure every possible key word is included somewhere in the ad.

*Emphasize opportunities, over requirements: 75% of ad copy should deal with the challenges and opportunities in the job. Too many companies spend too much space listing requirements. If you want to hire a top person, it’s better to say, “we need enough experience to build a successful sales team,” rather than, “must have at least five years of supervisory sales experience.” 
*Make sure the description of the job leads off with the good stuff, too. Just like direct mail, if the initial copy isn’t compelling you’ll get high opt-out ratios. Of course, someone in your company must be tracking these statistics. This is how you insure that your sourcing programs are working.  

*If you use questionnaires to screen out candidates, make sure they’re meaningful and short. You don’t want to screen out the best people because they find your questions silly. 

Traditional Job Descriptions Must be Eliminated 

Job branding is a critical piece of attracting top performers. The best people won’t consider or accept a new job unless it offers a significant growth opportunity. Since traditional job descriptions are based largely on subjective criteria (e.g., why five years instead of three?), their use is counterproductive for finding top people.

If a company wants to create a culture of performance, traditional job descriptions must first be eliminated. To attract the best it’s far better to emphasize what the person must accomplish while minimizing required skills and experiences to the absolute lowest level possible. 

To develop performance profiles ask the hiring manager to define what needs to be done, rather than what the person must have. For example, for order-entry, a performance requirement might be to improve the accuracy of the data-entry process and increase productivity. For sales reps performance objectives would include things like pre-screen 20 prospects per day and set up 10 formal presentations per week. For technical positions it might be activities like design a new high-powered circuit within six months. For a manager, it could be to upgrade and develop the team to support the anticipated 20% per year growth. For a general manager, it might be to develop and present the new international strategy at the fall conference or turnaround a troubled unit within 12 months. 

Performance profiles, that list in order of priority what a person needs to do to be considered successful, is a prerequisite to hiring top people. Not only will this change improve a company’s ability to attract more top performers it will also have a positive domino effect on every subsequent step in the hiring process. Clarifying expectations is the key to effective management .Assessing competency and motivation is more accurate when a candidate’s major accomplishments are compared to what needs to get done. Furthermore, it opens up the selection process to more internal and diverse candidates since artificial selection criteria have less impact. 
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