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Talent Seekers

“The ability to make good decisions regarding people 
represents one of the last reliable sources of competitive 
advantage, since very few organizations are good at it.”

-Peter Drucker

"The main ingredient of stardom is the rest of the team," accord-
ing to famed coach John Wooden. Consequently, one of the pivotal 
moments in the life of every manager is when you realize you cannot 
do it all yourself. Your ability to run a business, or even a depart-
ment within a company, requires you to work through others. It is 
often at this point you recognize that the quality of your team will 
have a greater impact on the success of your business than you do.  
The greatest impact you can make is to assemble the strongest team 
possible and provide your people with a vision, to mentor and guide 
them, and to ensure proper resources are available to them for per-
forming their duties. 

Ensuring every vacancy on your team is filled with the best avail-
able talent is crucial. Yet many executives face vacancies with a sense 
of dread. They fear they will hire someone who is not a good fit with 
the existing team. They worry about the time, effort, and expense the 
search will require. Some even prefer to keep mediocre direct reports 
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because they worry they’ll end up with people who are worse. Great 
opportunities are lost.

Not all executives, however, fall into this trap. Working on over 
400 searches spanning Silicon Valley startups to Fortune 500 con-
sumer-products companies, in twenty-five years as a recruiter of top 
talent I have found that there is a special breed of insightful managers 
who embrace vacancies with a sense of opportunity. These manag-
ers look forward to the opportunity to recruit talent, and they know 
what it takes to get the best. 

I refer to these executives as talent seekers, and they have a distinct 
advantage over other hiring managers. If you want to win the battle 
for top talent, it is important to learn from their methods. 

WHY BEING A TALENT SEEKER IS CRUCIAL

Today expectations on managers are greater than ever before, and 
commonly the demand is to achieve more with less. Product cycles 
are shrinking, new technologies are posing constant challenges, and 
disruption has become the norm. With this kind of relentless pres-
sure, you can no longer be content to have a rather good team. You 
have to build bench strength continuously. As a result, the ability to 
hire great talent is no longer just a nice skill to have; it has become an 
essential skill. One that, in many ways, will determine how success-
ful you will be as a leader.

With each appointment, it is possible to improve the strength of your 
team dramatically. Every open position is an opportunity to imme-
diately raise the level of talent; an accomplishment that would take 
many years to achieve through internal development. That’s not to say 
that development is not worthwhile. In fact, internal development is a 
vital component of talent management and retention. However, while 
existing employees can achieve significant improvement, there is a 
limit to that growth. An average manager can become better, perhaps 
even good, but it is unlikely he or she will ever become exceptional, 
much less world-class. The bottom line is that acquiring talent on the 
open market is the fastest and most powerful way to improve your 
team’s performance.
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Countless top business leaders have stressed the hiring of talent as 
the most important factor in any company’s success. Apple’s Steve Jobs 
was so convinced of the importance of talent that he put key hiring 
decisions on par with creating new product.1 Jobs was convinced that 
“a small team of A-players can run circles around a giant team of B- 
and C-players.”2 Meanwhile, Lawrence Bossidy, a former CEO of Hon-
eywell and co-author of Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things 
Done, is often quoted as saying “nothing we do is more important 
than hiring and developing people. At the end of the day, you bet on 
people, not on strategies.” 

So important is talent today that wealthy technology companies have 
resorted to acquiring certain companies, not for their products or tech-
nology, but, for their talent. Known as “acqui-hires,” such acquisitions 
are used to acquire entire teams of talent that would have been diffi-
cult, time-consuming and nearly impossible to recruit all individually. 

Insufficient leadership talent, in particular, appears to be a perpet-
ual problem. Findings from the Growing Global Executive Talent survey 
conducted some years ago found that “55% of respondents said that 
their organization’s performance was likely or very likely to suffer in 
the future due to insufficient leadership talent. Moreover, 66% of the 
respondents said talent management was equal or more important 
than other business priorities.”3 More recently the Global Leadership 
Forecast surveying over 13,000 corporate leaders found that only 
“46% of critical positions can be filled immediately by internal candi-
dates (and) only 15% of organizations report having a strong bench.”4 

KNOWLEDGEABLE HIRING MANAGERS - STRONGER 
SEARCHES 

No matter how good your recruiter is - even if he or she is the best 
recruiter in the world - talent acquisition is simply too important 
to hand-off completely. Every hiring manager must understand the 
process well and be sufficiently involved to bring in the best talent. 

Here’s an analogy. Fifty years ago doctors were so esteemed you 
would never question them. However, today patients are involved 
in critical decisions about their care. To question the doctor, to get a 
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second opinion, and to be well-informed about our condition and the 
different treatment options is now the rule. 

Similarly, in search, managers should be knowledgeable and actively 
engaged. The manager’s involvement can tip the balance in numer-
ous ways, from offering crucial guidance to the recruiting team about 
the nature of the candidates to look for, to convincing candidates of 
the importance you place on the position and how determined you 
are to build a superior team. That kind of engagement and determi-
nation is highly appealing to top talent, conveying that the manager 
is seriously committed to a quality hire. 

Another reason why learning the methods talent seekers employ 
is so important is that many searches suffer the negative impact of 
small, correctable issues that a knowledgeable hiring manager could 
easily remedy. 

The greatest deterrent to recruiting top talent is not the lack 
of talent on the market, short as the supply is, but rather the 

missteps, miscues, and outright mistakes hiring companies and 
recruiters make all on their own.

Among the worst mistakes during the conduct of a search are 
simple courtship mistakes. The biggest of all being a lack of engage-
ment by the hiring manager. In the end, the primary relationship will 
be between the hiring manager and the person who ultimately holds 
the position. Therefore, it’s the strength and quality of the relation-
ship between the hiring manager and the best individual candidates 
that will determine the quality of the placement. 

TALENT ACQUISITION IS YOUR BUSINESS

Given how important talent acquisition is to the success of your busi-
ness and how fraught with limitations the typical recruitment process 
is, an executive cannot afford to leave the decision making involved 
in recruitment solely to HR or the recruiter. 
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Great hiring managers are not satisfied with the typical state of 
play. They do not accept the usual boundaries of a search. Instead, 
they actively work to shift the distribution of available talent in their 
favor by following a simple but powerful set of practices. You do not 
want to be beaten out by them in the battle for talent.

Ultimately talent acquisition is your business. However, this does 
not mean the process has to take a significant amount of time. Sur-
prisingly, during much of a search an average of 15-30 minutes of a 
manager’s time a week is sufficient to drive a highly successful search.

Meanwhile, plenty of search experts will try to convince you that 
there’s a complicated science to recruiting top talent and that they have 
perfected the discipline. Some books cite special systems as the key 
to recruiting talent. Most fall short. In nearly all cases such programs 
minimize the importance of the hiring manager and focus instead on 
a unique system or procedure.

Focusing on a rigid and complex process hampers flexibility in tai-
loring a search to individual circumstances and makes the process 
more complicated than it should be. People are not widgets, and the 
process of search should not be overly mechanized. 

MASTERING BASIC PRINCIPLES WINS TALENT

John Wooden, UCLA’s legendary basketball coach, won ten NCAA cham-
pionships in a twelve-year span, including a period when UCLA won 
eighty-eight games in a row. Wooden stressed the fundamentals and 
had his team practice them incessantly. Andrew Hill, who played for 
Wooden during those years, notes in his book Be Quick-But Don’t Hurry  
that UCLA “had one defense (man-to-man), one out-of-bounds play, a 
simple high-post offense, and the firm belief that a fifteen-foot bank 
shot at the end of a fast break was a fine result. Scouting UCLA was a 
waste of time; our opponents knew what we were going to do – they 
just couldn’t stop it.” As Hill noted, “One clear by-product of the sim-
plicity of this system is that it could be run to absolute perfection.”5

Simple yet effective solutions are stronger than complicated ones, 
mainly because they are easier to execute, perfect, and sustain. In 
my experience with highly successful searches, I have observed that 
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there is just such a simple set of practices that define the difference 
between talent seekers and average hiring managers. By adopting 
these methods, any dedicated hiring manager can noticeably improve 
his or her ability to hire stronger talent. 

METHOD 1: BE ENGAGED

Perhaps the most crucial difference between great and average hiring 
managers is that great hiring managers tend to be actively committed 
and regularly involved in a constructive way that facilitates the prog-
ress and outcome of a search. Meanwhile, average hiring managers 
are often only passively committed and sparingly involved and tend 
to view candidates more as job applicants. 

What talent seekers recognize is that executive search is not a spec-
tator sport. A quality, retained search does not identify applicants, it 
identifies the best potential candidates, regardless of employment 
status or initial interest. To move the best of these candidates from 
being merely open to exploring an opportunity to actively wanting the 
job requires a strong team effort; with the hiring manager playing an 
outsized role, because in the end, any final candidate will be working 
for that hiring manager, not HR or the recruiter.

A lack of engagement is especially tragic when a hiring manager 
wants to be thoroughly involved but is actively blocked by HR or the 
recruiter. I often hear well-intentioned hiring managers say, “It is not 
possible to play a significant role in a search because it is structur-
ally the responsibility of human resources. As a result, they control all 
executive searches. All I can do is share with them what I am looking 
for and hope they do a good job.” My response to that is “Pardon?!” 
What will that excuse sound like two years from now when you try to 
convince your boss that your department’s poor performance is the 
result of the ineffective work performed by HR several years back? 
In the end, it’s you who will be held responsible.

As the hiring manager, you are the client while HR and any recruiters 
are either internal or external service providers. They cannot revoke 
your right to be involved, informed, and permitted to help make key 
decisions. Talent seekers find ways to engage themselves and if nec-
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essary are even willing to battle for the right to be involved. We will 
explore the many benefits of this engagement and the optimal way 
to manage it so that you get the results you want without alienating 
any service providers and devoting too much time.

METHOD 2: UNDERSTAND THE “PHYSICS” BEHIND 
THE SIZE AND QUALITY OF YOUR CANDIDATE POOL 

One key to getting top talent is to increase the number of talented 
people willing to seriously consider your position. You can achieve 
this by developing your understanding of the dynamics that generate 
a candidate pool and why talent will or will not consider an oppor-
tunity and putting this knowledge to use. Many executives believe 
that simply putting a good position on the market is sufficient to lure 
quality candidates. There is more to it than that.

At my firm, we researched why certain candidates were open to 
considering a position while others were not. For three years we 
tracked searches across multiple industries and at a range of man-
agement levels. We discovered that when potential candidates have a 
certain level of satisfaction in their current positions - not necessarily 
that they are thrilled with them but are basically satisfied - a hiring 
manager must raise the bar of what is being offered and actively work 
to gain the interest of such candidates. The more satisfied someone 
is in their current job, the better the new job has to be in order to 
attract interest. 

For the vast majority of searches, over 80% of the target population 
is virtually unreachable. As a result, most searches end up trolling a 
pool of candidates who are sufficiently dissatisfied, unhappy, or unem-
ployed. Unfortunately for companies that are hiring, the great major-
ity of talented executives do not reside among these three groups and 
are therefore averse or hesitant to consider even lucrative opportu-
nities. This is the primary reason why talent seekers cannot and will 
not accept the norm and actively work to expand the talent pool for 
their searches. Further on I will discuss the options available to do this.

A second key dynamic revolves around equilibrium. Talent seekers 
almost instinctively understand the concept of both market and 
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position equilibrium, and this permits them to monitor and manage 
searches effectively. Market equilibrium describes a natural point 
where a particular set of requirements along with a commensurate 
level of compensation will generally result in attracting a good number 
of well-qualified and willing candidates within a reasonable amount 
of time. By understanding how these dynamics work, it is possible 
to manipulate aspects under our control and thereby increase the 
number of candidates, reduce the time to completion, or both. 

A significant subset of market equilibrium is position equilibrium, 
which refers solely to the balance between the broader requirements 
of a position and the compensatory benefits that will be provided to 
the individual to whom the position is offered. Achieving position equi-
librium requires hiring managers to appreciate all the demands of a 
position fully. Positions are not only made up of easily defined duties 
and responsibilities. Positions also include intrinsic burdens associ-
ated with a job. For example, having to move to a less desirable loca-
tion or a city with a much higher cost of living, or perhaps needing 
to manage difficult but valued employees. How does one calculate 
the potential burden to a candidate who must relocate to Anchorage, 
Alaska? How should the cost of a harsh or poor operating environ-
ment be calculated? 

Similarly, compensatory benefits are made up of more than just 
financial remuneration. When it comes to finding the compensation 
that is commensurate with the demands and requirements of a job, it 
is necessary to find the right level of both financial and non-financial 
compensation, including job title, growth opportunities, expanded 
responsibilities, and other intangible forms of compensation. 

Talent seekers develop good instincts for making such assess-
ments and finding the right equilibrium for any given position. We 
will examine how they do so. 

METHOD 3: PICK THE RIGHT SEARCH PARTNER

Over time a bifurcation of recruiters into two general camps has 
occurred. On one side there are operational search experts who deeply 
understand the best practices of search. On the other side, skilled 



H I R E  Y O U R  D R E A M  T E A M

9

salespeople who are expert in selling recruiting services and manag-
ing client relationships with key executives and HR departments. The 
spit-and-polish of these marketing types, draw the attention of many 
hiring managers. These recruiters are so polished because they spend 
so much of their time selling and managing clients. 

When it comes to selecting a recruiter, consider an analogy. You want 
a pair of shoes that’s the perfect fit for your feet. If the price were the 
same, do you go to a master cobbler who understands how to size feet, 
carve lasts, pick the best leather, and is an expert at making shoes that 
are tailored to your feet? Alternatively, do you feel more comfortable 
going to a shoe salesperson who is quite knowledgeable about shoes 
but sells largely off the rack?

There is a real craft to search that is done well. Several factors should 
be considered when selecting a recruiter. Talent seekers, in particu-
lar, know how to separate the wheat from this chaff. We will examine 
how you can evaluate recruiters more thoroughly in order to make 
better decisions about who the best search partner is for you. 

METHOD 4: LEARN THE MECHANICS OF SEARCH 

How well a hiring manager understands the search process will tend 
to determine the sort of recruiter he or she is drawn to. The better 
you understand the mechanics of the search process, the more you 
can leverage the added ability of operational search experts.

However, regardless of the type of recruiter engaged to conduct 
a search, hiring managers benefit immensely from gaining a better 
understanding of all of the steps that make up a top quality search. I 
will dissect these steps and provide insights into how they should work.

METHOD 5: DEVELOP A DEEPER UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE POSITION 

The most common problem is that many hiring managers think they 
know the position they are searching for better than they actually 
do. There are two key reasons for this. One is the mistaken belief that 
having a strong understanding of the functional duties of a position is 
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identical to understanding the position. In reality, functional respon-
sibilities are but a fraction of any job. Ask yourself why someone 
did not work out in a specific position and the majority of times the 
reason will have nothing to do with functional skills, but rather with 
culture, organizational fit, leadership abilities, or values. Numerous 
soft skills are required to be successful in any management position, 
which creates a necessity to go well beyond the simple job duties to 
identify and outline these crucial factors. 

Another reason why hiring managers may not understand a posi-
tion well is related to the adage “they can’t see the forest for the trees.” 
Operate in any corporate eco-system for a period of time, and it can 
become difficult to recognize some of the challenges involved in a job 
because we come to take them for granted. 

Nothing is more important than an accurate understanding of the 
position to be filled. Everything that flows downstream from the start 
of the search is impacted by the depth of our understanding of the 
position. It is not uncommon during the engagement meeting for the 
recruiter to already be asked if he knows the perfect candidate. The 
position hasn’t yet even been fully defined, so how could anyone pos-
sibly already know the perfect candidate? 

Many hiring managers, unfortunately, see a vacancy as a square box 
on an organization chart. Talent seekers are quite different in that 
they view each position as a unique puzzle piece. They recognize how 
crucial it is to understand the particular shape and dimension of the 
vacant piece before one can even consider actual candidates. We will 
look at how the best hiring managers come to a deep understanding 
of the job they are offering and communicate about the position to 
both recruiters and candidates for optimal effect. 

METHOD 6: CRAFT POSITIONS THAT ATTRACT 
TALENT

There is no denying that the biggest and most potent lever a hiring 
manager has in terms of appealing to top talent is the position itself. 
It is here where talent seekers work their magic. They recognize that 
for a position to be compelling to the kind of talent they are seeking, 
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it must be crafted to maximize the overall value proposition to its 
target audience.

Powerful value propositions are made up of the many things talent 
is looking for. Beyond the obvious of title, money, location, and quality 
of life, true talent is looking for demanding challenges along with 
excellent opportunities for advancement. They are looking for per-
formance-driven companies that are well run, with as little dysfunc-
tion as possible and the necessary support, resources, authority, and 
autonomy to achieve their objectives. They are also looking for a team 
they can work well with and from whom they can learn and grow; 
as well as, a highly transparent environment where there is an open, 
smooth flow of communication. When it comes to their boss, they are 
often looking for a mentor and a thought partner simultaneously. And 
finally, they are looking for a corporate culture they feel comfortable 
with, and that matches their personal values. 

This might seem like a tall order, but we are, after all, seeking tal-
ented individuals for whom it’s an equally tall order to take the risk 
of walking away from a company and a position with which they’re 
happy. To get top talent, it is imperative to sell all the positives around 
the opportunity. It starts with understanding all the positive factors 
inherent in our position. Then it requires seriously considering any 
enhancements we can make in order to strengthen our overall value 
proposition and attract stronger talent. 

Another issue is that many hiring managers are only interested in 
meeting candidates who want the job. “I want to meet candidates who 
already see the value of our position and are hungry for the job.” This 
view is common with hiring managers who do not understand the dif-
ference between candidates developed as part of a top-tier retained 
search and simple job applicants. A good search identifies the best 
possible candidates regardless of their current employment status. 
Such candidates are not applying for the job; they are exploring the 
opportunity on a professional level.

One of the great risks is to mistake highly motivated candidates for 
being confident, action-oriented executives, committed to you and 
your organization when instead they are merely miserable with their 
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current situation and anxious to leave a place they no longer enjoy. 
While you think they are excited about your job, it is often a reflection 
of how unhappy they are with their current job. Keep this in mind! 
The reality is that many of the best prospects are happy with their 
present circumstances and therefore should and will be more circum-
spect about any potential move. If you treat them like applicants, you 
will lose them so swiftly you will need a neck-brace to avoid whiplash.

Talent seekers recognize that a search must excite and persuade 
the best candidates and that the best way to sell an opportunity is to 
convey the positive attributes of the role in a compelling way. We will 
take a look at how the best hiring managers maximize opportunities 
for selling positions, including examining a typical position description 
versus one that is truly compelling, and what makes the difference. 

METHOD 7: MAXIMIZE THE VALUE OF INTERVIEWS 

Many hiring managers never develop the skill to thoroughly evalu-
ate candidates, resulting in less accurate assessments and decisions 
based more on feelings than facts. Unfortunately, it has been my obser-
vation that the majority of interviews conducted by hiring managers 
come down to three things: 

• A good initial impression
• An overall comfortable rapport with the candidate
• Check-marking off the basic requirements

Accurate candidate assessments are highly dependent on a skill-
ful ability to judge truth and merit. To do so, talent seekers engage 
in a more detailed effort that starts with a very different attitude to 
interviewing. They combine a high level of IQ and EQ that ensures a 
critical-minded yet empathetic approach to assessing an individual’s 
skills, experiences, and capabilities, as well as getting better under-
standing of the person’s core traits and values. It’s this balance of crit-
ical and empathetic that is crucial.

Another reason why talent seekers obtain better information during 
candidate interviews is due to the rapport they establish with the 
candidates, which fosters a more open flow of information, conver-



H I R E  Y O U R  D R E A M  T E A M

13

sation, and ideas. The key is the openness and honesty with which 
talent seekers engage candidates. We will examine how talent seekers 
conduct superior interviews, including the use of behavioral questions, 
which provide a great deal more information about prospective hires. 

METHOD 8: CONDUCT MORE INSIGHTFUL 
REFERENCES

Most managers fail to tap the true potential of references. Often super-
ficial, references have been relegated to being almost a postscript to 
the search rather than an integral part of the assessment process. 

No hiring manager can really know a candidate by spending just a 
few hours with him or her. While strong interviewing skills go a long 
way, it’s clear that honest, insightful professionals who have worked 
many years with a particular candidate will know and understand 
that individual far better than we can.

Talent seekers use references to verify their assessments rigorously. 
They want to be convinced of their judgment, and they would rather 
realize their own assessment is wrong than get it wrong. Executive 
search requires an unusual level of discretion, and this constrains 
how and when intensive references can be pursued. We will explore 
how talent seekers conduct references and how they tap into the full 
potential of this valuable practice.

METHOD 9: MAKE THE RIGHT COMPROMISES

It appears even the concept of compromise has become disreputa-
ble in recent years, especially in American politics. What most fail to 
recognize is that compromise is not necessarily a choice. If we are 
uncompromising on all fronts, the circumstances will forge the nec-
essary compromise without our involvement. In such cases, we have 
no ability to control the kind of compromise that occurs.

Talent seekers understand that compromise is necessary and they 
know the right kinds of compromises to make. One of the biggest mis-
takes many hiring managers make is to compromise on quality in order 
to save on search costs, candidate compensation, or time to completion. 
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Few managers would argue about spending extra time and money 
if they could calculate in advance the results a candidate will achieve 
in the role. It’s the uncertainty about just how successful a placement 
will be that makes it so alluring to cash in on the immediate benefit of 
lower costs and less time to completion and to compromise on poten-
tial quality. However, this ensures lower quality as a matter of policy. 
The truth is that with the proper focus and execution of a search, a 
manager can tell if someone is a standout. 

Talent seekers do not compromise on talent. Many develop foresight 
about what they can reasonably expect a candidate to have achieved 
after a few years. They are more confident in these judgments and 
so stick to their guns and make the right kind of compromises to get 
the right talent. 

If you hire a phenomenal vice president who drives millions in cost 
savings over a three-year period and adds significantly to the bottom 
line, will the fact that the salary offered was $30,000 more than orig-
inally targeted still be an issue or will that compromise on compen-
sation be seen as a bargain? 

Talent seekers understand the art of compromise. Done well, com-
promise gains much more than it costs. We’ll explore how they prac-
tice this fine art.

METHOD 10: THINK AND ACT STRATEGICALLY

Talent seekers transcend the limitations of standard searches in 
several ways. One unique method they employ is the use of strategic 
searches that are initiated well in advance of a specific need. Talent 
seekers identify long-term talent needs and take the opportunity to 
learn about the marketplace for such talent, regularly meet talented 
people in those fields, and develop strong ongoing relationships with 
some of those potential future recruits. 

Such strategic searching makes it possible to connect with talented 
individuals who rarely consent to an interview. When openings arise, 
the relationships that have been developed are often leveraged to help 
convince such stars to make a move they very likely would not have 
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made otherwise. I will discuss how talent seekers utilize this inter-
esting method.

THE POWER OF SIMPLICITY

These ten methods are deceptively simple, yet very effective. Each of 
us understands the concept of breaking down a big, complex problem 
into simpler, smaller sized problems. If you take this logic in reverse, it 
is possible to combine a set of simple steps to create a rather sophis-
ticated solution for solving even difficult hiring problems. 

Be assured, utilizing these methods will allow you to master the 
art and science of talent acquisition and dramatically improve your 
team’s performance. Let me show you how. 

Read More
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