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I would like to dedicate this work to all of the incredible and 

devoted search professionals who comprise Allen Austin. I 

describe them as the smartest, coolest, nicest, most 

collaborative group of consultants with whom I have ever 

had the pleasure to work. 

I would also like to mention my original mentor 

in the search profession without whom 

I never would have had the opportunity 
 

to experience the profession which has become my passion, 

the late Larry Gladstone. 

 
 
 

And as an appeal to boards, CEOs and General Managers 

that there is nothing more important in business 

than taking personal responsibility for the attraction, 

selection, hiring, retaining, coaching, mentoring 

and developing of human capital. 



Forward 
 
I wrote this book at the encouragement and in some cases 
insistence of a number of CEOs, board members, and human 
resource professionals who told me that this material was 
desperately needed. The book is and will be a work in progress as 
long as I am active. I add, delete and revise material almost daily 
in order to remain current, relevant and to provide maximum value. 
 
If you have purchased a copy of this book, I will be happy to send 
you a copy with the updates at any time. 
 
This book was originally focused entirely on the executive hiring 
process. In 2015, as our work has evolved, so has the material. It 
now contains extremely valuable, hard to find and fairly concise 
information that every CEO, board member and senior leader ought 
to review on a regular basis.   
 
A number of people who have read the book, say they keep it on the 
corner of their desk, as a reference guide. Some say they read a 
chapter every week just to help them keep their priorities in check. 
Use it how you will. Just know that it was written to help boards, 
CEOs and senior executives navigate the tricky waters of human 
capital leadership.    

            My Journey 
 

I became interested in business and leadership at a very young age 
for reasons that remain unclear. Somewhere in my hardwiring, 
resided an intense curiosity about the way organizations are staffed 
and led. My first job was in a convenience store where I outlasted 
five different store managers and had an opportunity to observe 
how not to manage a business enterprise. My second job was in a 
small independent grocery store where I survived three 
management changes and yet more examples of what did and did 
not work. 

 
In July of 1970 I turned sixteen and was old enough to go to work 
legally. Having four years of full-time food retailing experience, I 
went to work for Safeway Stores, Inc. in one of Houston‘s earliest 



Safeway stores. By July of 1972, I had performed just about every 
job available in a food store and was promoted to Management 
Trainee. In 1974, I became an Assistant Store Manager and was 
promoted to Store Manager in 1975. 

 
During the nine years I spent with Safeway, I received an 
absolutely spectacular education on what leadership is and is not. I 
also learned much about management; what good management 
looked like and non-existent management looked like. I saw 
outstanding leadership combined with pretty good management 
produce great results. I saw tight management with mediocre 
leadership produce lousy results. Then I had the distinct pleasure 
of seeing the spectacular results stemming from good management 
and outstanding leadership. 

 
In 1978 I got my first real exposure to what happens to a stellar 
organization when you replace a great values driven leader with 
a micromanaging control freak. February of 1978 saw my  hero,  a  
great  leader  named  Don  Gates,  who  had  led  our division as 
Retail Operations Manager since its inception, promoted to 
Division Manager in Butte, Montana. 

 
Don Gates was a fiery and passionate retailing executive who 
epitomized high performance leadership. He was a high school 
graduate who often talked about spending ten years as a produce 
department manager. Don was hardly the typical executive you 
would see described in a modern day search spec and yet he had 
every conceivable attribute necessary to be an exemplary leader. 
When Don left our division to take over the reins in Butte, a thirty-
nine store division regarded by many as a starter division, he 
made dramatic improvements in store performance, and the 
division made money for the first time in many years. 
 
He left the Butte division to take over the Kansas City division 
where he repeated his stellar performance. Don‘s next stop was 
the Southern California division, the largest division in the 
company, where he set records for same-store sales and profits as 
well as overall Return on Investment performance. He was then 
asked to lead the Eastern Division, headquartered in Landover, 



Maryland and ultimately retired as Division President in Phoenix. 
Don’s performance in each assignment was unprecedented at that 
time, and to this day is unrivaled.   

 
I make it a point to stop and talk about Don Gates for a number of 
reasons. First of all, leadership is not limited to, or just about 
degrees, years of experience, job titles, intelligence, pedigree, or 
technical expertise. 

 
High performance leaders consistently lead in a manner that 
inspires others to trust and follow them. They know how to connect 
with the workforce in such a manner that everyone in the 
organization understands the mission at hand. They are involved in 
all of the critical areas of the business: strategy, people systems 
and operations. They are not micromanagers by any means, but 
they are fully aware of what is going on in their business. They 
understand what drives the business. High performance leaders 
encourage their leadership teams to stretch and achieve while 
holding everyone accountable for his or her performance, behavior, 
and promises.  
 
High performance leaders, unlike managers, help their 
organizations cope with ambiguity by crystallizing the end 
objective, painting the vision, assigning priorities, separating the 
wheat from the chaff, and providing a laser-like focus. High 
performance leaders do not know it all; an d  they know what 
they don’t know. They understand their own strengths, 
weaknesses, and propensities; they delegate and compensate 
accordingly. High performance leaders share information, 
resources, and credit effectively. They understand there is no limit 
to what can be accomplished if they do not care who gets the credit. 

 
High performance leaders are real people. They are not afraid to 
show vulnerability, admit mistakes, and ask for help. They are 
constantly communicating their company‘s vision, purpose, and 
values. High performance leaders are constantly mindful of 
customers, end users, and their rank-and-file employees. High 
performance leaders are decisive, not reckless. They understand 
that a good plan, well executed, beats a perfect plan with mediocre 



execution every time. These people understand that all employees 
deep down want to do a good job and want to feel like they are 
making a contribution. They understand that we are all looking 
for leadership.  
 
High performance leaders are confident, yet not arrogant. They are 
in constant contact with their organization to the extent they can 
feel the pulse; their constituents feel a connection with them. High 
performance leaders have a sense of humor and the ability to 
make the job fun. They understand the power of a workforce that 
is happy to see them, not afraid of them. These individuals are high 
integrity players. They mean and do what they say; they have no 
hidden agendas. Most high performance leaders are story tellers. 
They teach by telling stories, using anecdotes and metaphors to 
illustrate their points and put things in perspective. These people 
instill passion in others and energize their workforces. They treat 
everyone with dignity and respect and do not tolerate abuse of 
others. 

 
Don Gates exemplified all of these traits and I will always be 
grateful for his example. He was enormously impactful for many 
aspiring young leaders, such as me. I will always be grateful for 
the exposure to such a powerful High Performance Leader early in 
my career. He helped me set a leadership standard that has been 
very helpful in assessing the effectiveness of my own leadership, 
as well as that of others. 
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ONE 

Purpose 
 
This very first chapter in this book was added on May 28, 2015 and 
adds an entirely new dimension to the work. The notion of Purpose is 
so esoteric, so little understood, that it is very difficult to find business 
leaders who really get it.  
 
Most CEOs, board members and senior business leaders think of profit 
optimization or maximizing shareholder value as the primary purpose 
of an enterprise. This makes perfect sense as that is precisely what is 
taught in the vast majority of business schools. 
   
It’s truly amazing that the power of Purpose, goes almost unnoticed, 
and unknown, despite the fact that purpose driven companies 
outperform non-purpose driven companies fifteen to one. There are a 
zillion books out there on leadership, strategy and execution and I’ve 
read most of them. There are very few however that talk about purpose. 
Jim Collins, in Good to Great and Built to Last, broaches the subject 
reasonably well, but no book or work of which I’m aware nails it like 
Roy Spence’s It’s Not What You Sell, It’s What You Stand For. Roy’s 
book made the notion of purpose crystal clear to me in a way no 
previous work had. But just reading a great work on purpose wasn’t 
enough for me. 
 
The enormous power of purpose still eluded me until just recently, 
when in late 2013, I invited my best friend and closest business advisor 
in to our firm. Tom Fritsch was, and is the very best management 
consultant I’ve ever known and I’ve known a bunch. Tom was 
receptive but required that we go through our own process of 
discovering primary purpose, vision, mission, values and strategy. The 
process lasted eight months and was absolutely the most painful, 
stressful and difficult experience of my professional career. As the 
founder of a seventeen year-old firm, I was quite certain that I was 
clear about all of this, as were the tenured consultants in the firm. You 
know the punch line right?  Not so much.  
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No amount of reading or studying can possibly have the same effect 
as becoming totally immersed in your own process, and spending time 
with those who have lived purpose from inception, or led these kinds 
of purpose-driven transformations. Today, Allen Austin is a nineteen 
year-old retained search and leadership consulting firm which, two 
years ago, was a sleepy little firm that did great work, with no 
particular plan.  
  
Coming up on the two year anniversary of our new beginning, the 
strategy that emanated from that exercise is in full swing and the 
results are nothing short of spectacular. We’re now in the Top 28 U.S. 
firms, our revenue run rate is 3X what it was two years ago and 
accelerating. We’ve just concluded the best partner’s conference in our 
history, which was also the very best, most impactful, business 
meeting of my life. The conversations that took place before, during 
and after the actual meeting, at the partner’s dinner, at the restaurants, 
and in the hallways, were rich with meaningful and authentic 
exchange, free of the typical political chit-chat that I’ve come to loathe 
over the years.  
  
I have never in my life been so happy, so proud and so grateful to be a 
part of a team. I’ve long described the Allen Austin team as the 
smartest, coolest, nicest, most collaborative group of consultants on 
earth. This year’s addition of the Gaines team as well as our other new 
additions has made it even more so. While I won’t minimize the work 
ahead of us, in terms of adding infrastructure to support our growth, 
we are functioning as a high performance team, better than any group 
of which I’ve been a part, including all the ones I’ve led in the past.  
  
Ours is now a great team because as a group, our folks are smart, they 
are diverse and they are united by our primary purpose: To enhance 
the lives and the effectiveness of our associates, clients and the leaders 
of the world. This group is most definitely a passionate bunch! While 
we all share purpose, as individuals they bring very different 
prospective, talents and aspirations to the table. Because our folks are 
willing to “put it all out there”, we’ve moved much closer to being able 
to leverage our collective gifts, and achieve our organizational 
objectives while helping each individual achieve their own dreams and 
goals.  
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This work is so incredibly important. With the executive hiring process 
worldwide resulting in almost 50% failure and 62% of Americans not 
liking what they do for a living, there is much to do to make this world 
a better place. We have the ability, indeed the responsibility to do 
something about it. Our proprietary process cuts executive hiring 
failures by 90% and our leadership consulting practice allows 
companies to build happier, high performance, highly engaged 
workforces.  
  
I am extremely proud of this organization for many reasons, not the 
least of which is that we are in a dialogue around how we live in 
purpose, and how we fight and win on the battlefield of business and 
life. We are engaged in a large group discussion around firm 
objectives, mentoring and structural cultural issues. There are also new 
smaller group discussions taking place among committees around 
marketing, operations, research methods, practice development and 
the like. We are not “doing stuff” because a group of pin heads in some 
teak paneled boardroom has mandated it. As an organization, we are 
doing the right things and doing things right, most of the time; and 
when we’re not we make the appropriate course corrections. We are 
well down the road to the realization of a truly world-class 
infrastructure, the most lucrative profit sharing program in existence 
and an absolute commitment to changing the world for the better.   
  
During my forty-eight years of working in organizations, I have never 
experienced anything quite like this. We absolutely have the talent, the 
purpose, vision and the will to achieve our $50 million target by 2020, 
leading with culture and values, enabling each individual to achieve 
their own unique dreams and goals. We are only interested in 
professionals who fit well within our extraordinary culture. I would 
love to share with you why, after 30+ years in and around this 
profession, I am more engaged, and more excited than ever before. 
Here is the output of our own process: 
 

Purpose 
 

Our primary purpose is to enhance the lives and effectiveness of our 
clients, associates and leaders of the world. To the extent we prevent 
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executive hiring failure, and help leaders build cohesive, high 
performance teams, we make the world a better place. 

 
Mission 

 
Allen Austin provides integrated leadership solutions that enable our 
clients to unleash the full potential of their organizations and deliver 

outstanding business results. 
 

Vision 
 

Allen Austin is the world's premiere consulting practice focused on 
helping business leaders build highly successful organizations that 

create exceptional value. 
Our firm is a great place to work, providing our people with the 

opportunity to develop, grow and make a difference in the world. 
 

Values 
 

Allen Austin is committed to doing the right thing – for our people, 
our clients and for the communities in which we work. 

We treat our people as family, with a commitment to enhance their 
lives and their futures. 

We are dedicated to building lasting relationships and delivering real 
value to our clients - not simply completing transactions. 

We treat our clients as we would want to be treated. 
We are committed to providing a unique and satisfying client 

experience; we leverage the total resources of our firm to achieve the 
best possible outcomes. 

We value, respect and take care of one another. 
 
Allen Austin is driven by a primary purpose: To enhance the lives and 
the effectiveness of our associates, clients and leaders of the world. 
We are obsessed with touching lives and making the world a better 
place. To the casual observer, we may look like just another 
consulting firm. When you really peel the layers of the onion 
however, you’ll find a group of exceptional professionals who are 
always looking for ways to formulate purpose, vision and game 
changing strategies where none existed, help connect people who 



P a g e   |  13   

ought to be connected, make order out of organizational chaos, 
successfully integrate mergers and acquisitions, coach leaders to be 
their best, facilitate matches that work and last, and help implement 
major change initiatives. Our work not only creates enterprise 
value, but improves the quality of the lives of all of our stakeholders 
and their families. 

 
Allen Austin is a passionate, ultra-high performance entrepreneurial 
team. We are in the business of building long lasting relationships 
and delivering customized, integrated leadership solutions that help 
our clients unleash the full potential of their organizations and 
deliver outstanding business results. Our associates join us because 
they want to make a real difference and they know we will provide 
the atmosphere, esprit de corps, support and culture to do so. 

 
At Allen Austin you will hear us say: Do the Right Thing, Excellence 
in Everything We do, Treat Our Clients and Associates as Family, 
Get Things Done and Have Fun Doing it. Trust and integrity, 
Leadership, Teamwork and Synergy, Going Beyond: these 
aspirations are at the heart of Allen Austin. 

 
At Allen Austin, you will find a globally diverse work force, 
challenging projects, and smart, nice collaborative people with 
potential to change the world. We are not a conventional company 
nor do we intend to become one. Even as we continue to grow, we‘re 
committed to retaining a non- political, small-firm feel and a sense 
of altruism that has become all too rare. We know that every 
associate has something important to say, and that every employee 
is integral to our success. We employ people of passion and purpose, 
with dreams and aspirations we can help fulfil. 

 
We believe that great people, working toward a common goal, can 
accomplish anything they set out to do. We care about the well-being 
and success of every person. We respect and listen to our people. We 
empower our people to make decisions that improve their work and 
benefit our clients, our firm, our communities and our extended group 
of stakeholders. 

 
At Allen Austin we are about big dreams, getting things done and 
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having fun. The demands are high. Everyone in the firm has 
responsibility to help drive revenues, cut costs and maximize the 
effect of our human and capital resources. 

 
In hiring new associates, we look for people who are seeking an 
opportunity, not a job. Our compensation is designed for the 
entrepreneurially minded, who are not afraid of a system with 
unlimited upside, which pays in direct proportion to actual 
contribution. 

 
We look for possibility thinkers who are inspired by an intense desire 
to excel and contribute, and who fit in well with the collaborative, 
rigorous and entrepreneurial spirit of the company culture. 

 
People create success, which is why we go to great lengths to 
attract, inspire and reward creativity and entrepreneurial talent. We 
welcome unique perspectives, energy, ideas and the willingness to 
learn as well as to teach. We believe you will find at Allen Austin 
some of the richest opportunities and most interesting challenges of 
your life. 

 
 
Helping companies large and small, private, family and private equity 
owned and public, discover their own purpose, vision, mission, values 
and strategy is something we’ve done for a while. We also stick around 
to help boards and senior leaders in organizations implement and 
execute their strategies, as well as fill key leadership roles within these 
organizations. An unintended serendipity of our newly enlightened 
state, was the beginning of the pursuit of purpose driven leaders who 
really get it.  
 
Our pursuit has now morphed into something we call a Purpose Driven 
Movement, a growing group of leaders from all sectors, not-for-profit, 
for-profit, military, para-military, academic and government who 
have, or want to discover the tremendous, and in most cases, 
unharnessed power of purpose.  
 
To date, we’ve interviewed five extraordinary leaders for inclusion in 
to this work, including Chet Cadieux, Chairman & CEO of QuikTrip, 
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John Gibson, Chairman of ONEOK, Gary Miller, Chairman & CEO 
of Cannon Design, Vice Admiral (Ret) Ann Rondeau and Pattye 
Moore, Chairman of Red Robin & Former President of Sonic. In the 
queue for interviews are Steve Carley, President & CEO of Red Robin, 
Tom Ryan, Chairman & CEO of SCI, Paul Brown, President & CEO 
of Arby’s Restaurant Group, just to name a few.  
 
A full explanation of the power of purpose is beyond the scope of this 
book, so I’ll encourage you to read Roy Spence’s It’s Not What You 
Sell, It’s What You Stand For and stay tuned for more powerful 
information emanating from the movement. If the notion really 
resonates with you, become involved in this powerful, growing 
movement. Just to give you a flavor for what is to come, here is 
summary of my interview with QuikTrip’s Chairman & CEO: 
 
Chet Cadieux greeted me in the lobby of the QuikTrip corporate 
headquarters in Tulsa at 10 o’clock on a cool, windy Thursday 
afternoon. He came down the staircase, called me by my first name, 
greeted me warmly, and led me back up the stairs. I was carrying a 
Styrofoam cup of QuikTrip coffee as we climbed the stairs so Chet 
asked me if I’d like mine warmed up as we passed a break room, where 
he picked up a cup of his own.  Now it’s not normal for a CEO of a 
company with over eighteen thousand employees to collect his own 
guests, escort them to his office, and offer this kind of personal 
hospitality; but then Chet Cadieux is no normal CEO. 
  
Chet runs one of the best led retail chains on the planet. He says that 
there is no “secret sauce” behind QT’s wildly successful financial 
performance, enthusiastic employee engagement, bullet proof 
retention, consistently stellar store conditions, customer service and 
loyalty.  While QT’s “sauce’ may not be secret it is most certainly rare.  
QT was founded in 1958 by Chester Cadieux and Burt Holmes with 
$15,000.  Today QT is #30 on the Forbes list of privately held 
companies and was listed #24 on America’s Best Places to work.  
QT’s Purpose, as it is proudly displayed on a thirty-foot tall banner in 
the company’s headquarters lobby: To Provide Opportunity for 
Employees to Grow and Succeed. Now I know what you’re 
thinking…Yeah, I’ve heard stuff like that before. No, I mean it. QT’s 
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purpose drives EVERYTHING. 
 
The company was founded to provide opportunities for others, and 
today every single facet of QT, starting with their values, are driven 
by this Purpose. Even store growth is driven by the number of store 
teams that are ready to advance, which is the total opposite to the way 
it typically works in this business.  
 
QT’s Purpose drives its Core Values which are: 

1. Be the best. We want to be the best at everything we do. We are 
dead serious about it. If we can’t be the best, we won’t play.  

2. Never be satisfied.  We have institutional paranoia. If we aren’t 
scared every day, someone will knock our block off.  
Mostly fear of a competitor we haven’t seen yet. 

3. Focus Long Term. Being private makes this easier. 
4. Do what’s right for QT. Right person, right job. We don’t 

believe in saving Private Ryan. We want to save the platoon. 
5. Do the Right Thing. It’s not as simple as morals or ethics. What 

would your mother think about what you did today? 

Among the five P’s of retailing, Place, People, Product, Price and 
Promotion, Chet says that People and Place constitute QT core 
competencies. He doesn’t consider Product, Price and Promotion core 
competencies because people wouldn’t be willing to pay top dollar for 
him to consult in those areas. Place and people conversely are world 
class. There are none better.  
 
Values, values, values. When it comes to Place, QT’s site selection 
and store design teams are world class. The stores are beautiful and all 
have the same layout. This not only makes customers who shop 
multiple locations happy as they can navigate the store, get what they 
want and get out, it also makes interchange of employees much easier, 
like Southwest Airlines flying one aircraft on which all flight crews 
are checked out. The average age of a QT store is 8.3 years and stores 
are remodeled every three years at a minimum.  
 
When it comes to People, QT’s values also drive hiring. Chet hires 
great people, period. In the QT model, this means hiring people who 
are ultra-competitive, never satisfied and always striving for 
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improvement. Chet says some say QT is like a cult. The few people 
who do leave think the folks at QT are from a different planet. Their 
employment brand is so compelling and employee referrals so strong 
that they hire less than 1% of the people who apply. When it gets to 
the point where they’re hiring 2 or 3%, they hit the proverbial panic 
button and start making adjustments. 3%? Are you kidding me? When 
I was in the business, even the very best of us were thrilled if we had 
three or four choices for every hire. This kind of hiring scenario where 
you’ve hiring 1 out of a 100 is nirvana for the vast majority of retailers.  

QT insists on hiring “nice” people who like people, because that’s a 
tough quality to teach; it’s either present or not. Other key qualities for 
QT hires include the ability to work in teams, the humility to learn 
from others, and an appreciation for diversity. But while it focuses on 
these intangibles, QT does not take a subjective approach to hiring. On 
the contrary, it puts applicants through a rigorous, structured process 
that includes a personality assessment designed to reveal specifics 
such as how patient or extroverted candidates are. The personality 
profiles are based on the qualities of QT’s most successful performers 
across the company and are continually updated and refined. 

While many C-Store companies start full-time employees at minimum 
wage, QT full-timers start around $45,000 per year based on a 48 hour 
week. The full-time/part-time mix is about 50/50. Most retailers want 
a part-time to full-time ratio of 80/20 or so to minimize average hourly 
rate and benefits cost. Chet and his team know that stability in the 
workforce makes for happy employees, lasting relationships and high 
customer retention. There is always plenty of help in QT stores. At any 
given time, QT may have as many as 30% more people on hand than 
they actually need. This allows for a degree of flexibility most retailers 
can only dream of. If employees have an unexpected illness, a family 
situation or just want to take a day off because it’s sunny, they often 
can. Part-time employees can work pretty much when they like. Plenty 
of flexibility is built in and full-timers have set schedules, which is 
almost unheard of. 

QT reimburses college tuition up to $4,400 per year. It has a number 
of employee development programs in place, including a mentoring 
program for new supervisors, career counseling services and one-on-
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one meetings between store managers and employees every six weeks. 
The company makes it a priority to promote from within. To help 
employees learn the skills they need to succeed, QuikTrip offers free, 
onsite college courses in collaboration with a local community 
college. All of these perks are extremely rare in food retailing and 
nearly non-existent in C-stores. In another parallel to Southwest 
Airlines, QuikTrip takes costs out of the business where the customer 
can’t see them. To keep store level expenses in check, every full time 
associate is trained to read the store’s monthly financial statements and 
earns a bonus based on the store’s operating profit. 

Corporate turnover is non-existent at QT and key employees will not 
leave. People who want to work in the QuikTrip legal department one 
day must be willing to work and come up through the stores before 
they go to law school. QuikTrip is open to hiring talented people from 
the competition but there is no fast track to the higher levels. Everyone 
starts on the graveyard shift. It’s a culture thing.  

In many retail environments, talent is generally viewed as a 
commodity, and employees are basically expendable. Chet wisely 
rejects that outlook. Studies have repeatedly shown that employees 
rise or fall based on the expectations set for them, whether it be 
schoolchildren achieving more when their teachers are told they’re 
especially bright or employees outperforming their colleagues after 
being labeled as fast-trackers. QT gets more from their people because 
they expect more. One way they communicate expectations is through 
training. 

In most retail environments, training is minimal—seven hours, on 
average. Training is typically conducted off-site, and if it’s done inside 
a store, it’s usually in a low-volume outlet, where the new employee 
is less likely to be in the way. At QT, the process looks very different. 
Each new full-time employee is partnered with a personal trainer from 
the regional office who actually recruited and hired them, and has 
previously held the same position. The two work the same shifts, in 
the store where the new hire will work, and the trainer acts as a buddy 
and mentor for two weeks. This allows interaction with colleagues and 
provides the best preview of life after training.  
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When it comes to the third P, Product, Chet doesn’t claim it as a core 
competency, but I’m here to tell you, QT is plenty good. They’ve built 
a superior gasoline brand by guaranteeing the quality, and consumers 
in mature QT markets typically view the brand as equal to or better 
than the majors. When they decided to get into food in a big way, Chet 
said he intended to do it as well as they’d done fuel. Suffice it to say 
that I’ve been in QT stores in five major markets and view their 
product mix and presentation as A+.  
 
Convenience store retailing is one of the most difficult formats around. 
I’ve heard people say that C- stores are simple, not rocket science. So 
if they’re so simple, why do so few companies run them well? My 
position is that there are not necessarily fewer complexities in C-
stores, they’re just different. The five most important things in 
convenience retailing, by conventional wisdom, are good curb appeal, 
clean well-stocked stores, friendly helpful employees, clean 
restrooms, and tight expense controls.  
 
Most C-store operators struggle mightily with brand differentiation, 
staffing, turnover, operations, inventory losses and crime. Most also 
have a customer base that is comprised predominately of 18 – 35 year-
old blue collar male shoppers. Not so with QT. Because QT stores are 
all located on prime corners, are well lit, have great curb appeal, a 
phenomenal selection of fresh foods, friendly helpful employees and a 
coffee bar that would make Howard Schultz proud, QT’s customer mix 
includes plenty of women and white collar men. QT competes very 
effectively, not only with other retailers in its sector, but quick service 
restaurants, ice cream shops and food stores.  
 
An age old problem with C-stores is that most don’t do enough volume 
to justify any more than one or two minimum wage people working on 
a shift. Because QT’s purpose is providing opportunity for employees 
to succeed, and because they work very hard to provide a great 
working environment and uber competitive compensation, Chet isn’t 
interested in hearing what’s not possible. They’ve just figured out 
ways to generate enough gross profit to justify this unprecedented 
investment in people and service.   

QT’s employees know that their safety and well-being are of 
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paramount importance to top management, which deploys technology 
in addition to staffing models to create a sense of security. Every store 
has a raised checkout stand and uncluttered front windows to ensure 
visibility from the street. The company sets the industry standard in 
the number of sophisticated alarm and video monitoring devices in 
every store.  

Chet and his team have created and fostered a strong sense of 
community. Customers often talk about the fact that QT employees 
seem glad to be there, and they seem to like one another. The perceived 
sense of community among store associates spills over into a sense of 
community with customers. QT has strong commitments to local 
charities and causes. They allocate 5% of their annual net profits to 
charity. QT partners with Safe Place, a nonprofit that helps get 
runaways and other troubled youths off the streets. They are also proud 
to support military families, employees, and customers. QT partners 
with The Folds of Honor Foundation to provide scholarships to 
military families in the cities where they operate stores, commissaries 
and distribution warehouses. 

At QT, the community feeling extends to the customer-service 
appraisal system and the reward structure. The emphasis is on the 
team’s performance in satisfying and delighting customers. If a 
mystery shopper—someone who visits a store anonymously and 
reports on service—is especially impressed with a particular 
employee, everyone on staff at the store during that shift receives a 
bonus, because the company believes that individual rewards would 
undermine the message that all employees contribute to the customer’s 
experience. Outstanding individual contributions are recognized with 
a note from Chet. 

QT is one of the most innovative retailers around, and executives are 
quick to admit their mistakes and are open about product and initiative 
failures. This practice encourages innovation by conveying the 
company’s tolerance for well-meant mistakes. Chet tells employees 
that as long as the company hires smart and caring people, no 
employee can make an error from which the company can’t recover.  

I’m amazed when I visit a QT store and the clerks on duty actually 

http://www.quiktrip.com/LinkClick.aspx?link=http%3a%2f%2fwww.foldsofhonor.org%2f&tabid=128&portalid=0&mid=447
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know what’s going on in the company. Store employees understand 
the company’s purpose, values and strategy. They know how many 
stores the company operates, how many they’re about to open and 
which markets are being opened. Chet communicates everywhere he 
goes; “Here’s the play and here’s how we’re going to win.” 
 
Chet is clearly a pretty humble, down to earth guy. He’s not into power 
clothes or ego offices. Their facilities are very nice but very utilitarian, 
without a hint of ostentatiousness. This company, this CEO, and this 
brand of leadership is so compelling, I almost wish I were 21 again, so 
I could go to work for QuikTrip. Additionally, I can’t wait until Chet 
decides to start building stores in Houston. QT offers an extraordinary 
shopping experience. It is a real thrill to see the effects of a CEO who 
“gets it” up close and personal.  
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TWO 
 

Vision 
 

It is a very rare company indeed that has a well thought out, clearly 
articulated vision. This is perhaps the biggest single opportunity to 
create greatness, sustainability and enhance shareholder value in 
companies large and small. Since our work is focused on helping 
boards, CEOs and senior leaders build high performance teams, 
cultures and sustainable value, I’ve spent the better part of a year 
looking for great material on creating a compelling vision that 
resonates with all stakeholders, not just shareholders and senior 
management. It is truly shocking that there is so little great 
information available on such an important subject. This is an 
amalgamated and condensed collection of the best information we 
could find, much of which came from Jeffrey Gandz, a Professor of 
Strategic Leadership and Managing Director, Program Design, in 
Ivey Business School's Executive Development division at Western 
University. Thanks in particular to Dr. Gandz.  

A compelling vision is far more than can possibly be contained in a 
vision statement, and focuses on the potential inherent in the 
company's future, or what they intend to be. A compelling vision 
communicates to the total organization that the company’s leadership 
knows where it’s going, believes what it’s saying and that there is 
something in for all who are willing to work hard for the realization 
of the company’s vision. It connects the most senior managers in the 
company with the rank-in-file. People join people; not just 
organizations.  

In its most highly developed state, a compelling vision, designed to 
engage and energize the entire workforce, will lay out a case for 
urgency for all stakeholders to unite in the pursuit of the company’s 
aspirational vision, strategy, culture, implications for its constituents 
and rewards for those who are willing to “get out of the stands and in 
to the game”.   

While a vision statement might contain references to how the 
company intends to make that future into a reality, the “how” is 
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really part of a mission statement while the vision statement is simply 
a description of the “what,” meaning, what the company intends to 
become. 

Apple Computer’s Vision Statement 
"We believe that we are on the face of the earth to make great 
products and that's not changing. We are constantly focusing on 
innovating. We believe in the simple not the complex. We believe 
that we need to own and control the primary technologies behind the 
products that we make, and participate only in markets where we can 
make a significant contribution. We believe in saying no to thousands 
of projects, so that we can really focus on the few that are truly 
important and meaningful to us. We believe in deep collaboration 
and cross-pollination of our groups, which allow us to innovate in a 
way that others cannot. And frankly, we don't settle for anything less 
than excellence in every group in the company, and we have the self-
honesty to admit when we're wrong and the courage to change. And I 
think regardless of who is in what job those values are so embedded 
in this company that Apple will do extremely well."- Tim Cook, 
CEO of Apple Computer.  

Apple’s vision statement is six or seven times longer than the norm 
and does a far better job of painting a picture that has the potential to 
create an adrenaline rush all the way to shop floor. This, in my mind, 
is closer to a vision than just a vision statement.  

While most leaders insist in having a compelling vision, the fact is 
that most, both the leaders and the visions, leave people sitting in the 
stands, unmoved. A leader who engages stakeholders when 
developing a vision will, in the end, articulate one that resonates 
strongly and impels people to act enthusiastically, urgently and with 
passion to make the organization’s objectives a reality. 

Lucy, from Peanuts fame often lectures Charlie Brown on the 
meaning of life: “Charlie Brown, life is like a deck chair on a cruise 
ship. Passengers open up these canvas deck chairs so they can sit in 
the sun. Some people place their chairs facing the rear of the ship so 
they can see where they’ve been. Other people face their chairs 
forward – they want to see where they’re going. On the cruise ship of 
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life, which way is your deck chair facing?’ 
Replies Charlie, ‘I’ve never been able to get one unfolded.’ 

Unlike Charlie Brown, leaders today must have a vision. There are 
many stakeholders – employees, shareholders, governments, special 
interest groups, and the media — who simply demand to know, 
“Where is this organization going and what is going to get it there?” 
Everyone who is a leader or wants to be a leader – of an organization, 
division, department or team – must be able to formulate, articulate 
and communicate a compelling vision if they are to engage and 
inspire people to follow them. They must also ensure that their 
followers find meaning in this vision, the context in which they 
operate. If followers can find this meaning, if they can grab on to it, 
hold it in their hands and make it a mental bookmark, their actions 
are likely to reflect and support their leader’s vision. 

Some visions compel people to act whereas others leave people cold 
or even alienate them from their leaders. This causes some leaders to 
give up on the visioning challenge, to let their actions rather than 
their words convey a sense of direction.  

Compelling visions are not just slogans. For example, consider 
General Electric’s “We bring good things to life” or “Imagination at 
Work”, Nikon’s “Our Aspirations — Meeting needs. Exceeding 
expectations”, “Honda’s “How we see things” or Coca-Cola’s “It’s 
the real thing.” These may all have worked well as advertising 
slogans or signature lines, but they didn’t lay out with any degree of 
clarity what the leadership of these organizations wishes them to 
become in the future. Toronto-Dominion Bank’s vision, “To be the 
Better Bank,” is more goal-oriented, while Manulife Financial’s  is 
more specific, stating boldly that its vision “…is to be the most 
professional life insurance company in the world: providing the very 
best financial protection and investment management services 
tailored to customers in every market where we do business.” These 
vision statements give a better sense of where those companies are 
heading. But, since they are targeted to multiple stakeholders, they 
also lack the specificity that some of those stakeholders would like to 
see. 

The content or substance of a leader’s vision must appeal to would-
be followers as well as the leader. This appeal generally rests on the 
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belief of followers-to-be that the leader can deliver something that 
they want and need – the feeling that their leader serves their needs 
and that they can achieve through their leader. They might assume 
this servant-leader role for altruistic reasons, without care for her or 
his own needs, or on the other hand, to satisfy their own needs 
through satisfying the desires of their followers. 

Effective leaders are good at understanding the wide variety of 
physical, economic, psycho-social, and emotional needs that people 
have, and in their ability to tailor a “vision” so that it promises to 
satisfy unmet needs. The person who doesn’t have a job, can’t pay 
the rent, has a family to support and has other basic needs may be 
attracted to any vision that seems to promise material rewards and 
security. Someone who has savings, a secure pension or is near 
retirement age may not care too much about getting paid more, but 
may put a high value on the social satisfaction that they get from 
doing their job – the quality of interaction that they have with clients, 
suppliers, co-workers, and so on. Someone who has a high need for 
achievement may be attracted to an audacious vision; someone who 
has a high need for security may reject that same vision in favor of 
one that promises security and stability. Charismatic or 
transformational leaders can get followers to transcend their narrow, 
personal “economic” interests and embrace the leader’s mission, 
whereas transactional leaders operate on a more material plane. Both 
types have to develop a content-rich vision to motivate people to 
follow them. 

For any leader, the challenge is to figure out what will “turn people 
on,” at least those people who will be essential for achieving the 
vision. The problems arise when very different, sometimes totally 
contradictory, things turn on the people who need to be motivated to 
follow. A CEO or executive team may be turned on by profit growth, 
especially when they have substantial stock options that vest when 
certain profitability targets are met. The union leader may see these 
profitability targets being achieved only through plant closures, loss 
of jobs and consequent reduction in union membership. Little 
surprise, then, that the union leader does not enthusiastically embrace 
the leadership vision. For the vision of profitable growth to be 
embraced by both union leaders and management, each has to see a 
payoff somewhere in the content of that vision. It is not essential that 
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everyone agrees with every aspect of a vision, only that they find 
something in that vision which resonates with them. 

Even within management teams, there may be a lack of buy-in to 
certain corporate visions. A risk-averse CEO who has a substantial 
portion of his personal wealth tied up in in-the-money options may 
embrace a vision that emphasizes slow and steady domestic growth. 
On the other hand, the head of the international division may be 
focused on the higher-risk strategy of entering emerging markets. 

The problem with many enterprise-level visions is that they have to 
be crafted to appeal to multiple stakeholders or, at a minimum, so as 
not to create conflict among any interests that have some 
countervailing power. This is a high hurdle for visionaries to 
overcome. One vision has to appeal to shareholders, managerial and 
non-managerial employees, partners, customers, governments, 
supply-chain participants, and community activists. Such 
“enterprise” visions, as they are referred to, often lack the focus or an 
edge. Indeed, many corporations are vague about their visions, at 
least in public, preferring instead to focus on their broader 
“missions,” often stated in socially progressive, non-threatening 
ways. Who can argue with British Petroleum’s “Beyond Petroleum” 
in an environmentally-conscious world or Archer-Daniel-Midland’s 
“To unlock the potential of nature to improve the quality of life”? 
 
Vision and the Necessity for Context 

If visions are to motivate, especially employees, it’s essential that 
employees find the vision meaningful in the context of their work. A 
vision for an HR department may well be “to create the best 
employment brand of any company in our industry,” or for a risk 
management department of a bank to embrace “the highest risk-
adjusted return in our industry,” or for the marketing department of a 
food processing company to “have 50 percent of sales in products 
that are less than five years old that match the lifestyles of busy 
people today.” This means that there may be several visions within a 
company. All need to be aligned with the company’s overall mission, 
though each would have a particular meaning for a selected 
constituency in the enterprise. Each person should have a line of 
sight to the firm’s higher-level organizational mission and vision, and 
be able to see how they can contribute to its fulfillment by realizing 
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their own visions. This means that everyone with a leadership role in 
an enterprise, from a team leader to department manager to business 
unit manager, to functional leader and CEO, must be involved in “the 
visioning thing.” It’s not just one, over-arching vision from on high 
that does it. 

Individuals’ salient wants and needs are dynamic, and vary by 
circumstances, time and place. Desperate people, experiencing 
material or psychological threats to their immediate wellbeing, are 
primed to respond to a leader who promises the hope of delivering 
them from their current situations. 

We see this most evidently in the socio-political context. Martin 
Luther King drew on a deep vein of anger and frustration in the civil 
rights community and mobilized Afro-Americans to action. Barack 
Obama called for an era of change for an American population 
frustrated and angry with the Bush administration. Margaret Thatcher 
roused the British from their welfare-state torpor in the 1970s and got 
that country moving again, although there are still many people who 
would say it was in the wrong direction. 

But we also see the ability of a vision to mobilize in a corporate 
context. Jack Welch used the powerful vision of “being number one 
or number two in each market we are in” to focus a number of the 
small, powerful business units in the conglomerate-like General 
Electric. He subsequently used powerful visions such as “the largest 
small company on earth, smart, agile, nimble” to bust the silo 
mentality and excessive bureaucracy that characterized the GE that 
he had inherited from his predecessors. The contexts for these visions 
were situations in which employees felt constrained, restricted and 
dissatisfied with the way the company operated. As well, 
shareholders were unhappy with results that were negatively 
influenced by the slow, resource-wasteful practices of the “old” GE, 
suppliers who found the company hard to deal with, customers who 
were unhappy with product and service reliability and quality, and 
even unions and employees that saw the only real security in the face 
of free trade and Japanese competition was in superior performance. 

A business leader in a turnaround situation may be able to articulate a 
vision that compels people to act, whereas that same vision, 
articulated a year earlier or later, before the enterprise has run into 
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trouble or after it has started a recovery, may well fall on deaf ears. 
One who seeks to build a long-lasting institution by making long-
term investments may attract few people to that vision when the 
stock price is low; however, such a course of action may stimulate 
interest when the organization is performing well. One whose vision 
focuses on innovation and creativity may stimulate followers to 
action when the basics are working well, though he or she may fail to 
do so when the fundamentals of the business need fixing. There are 
times when there are several competing visions and a leader must 
consider the relative power of his or her vision to move people who 
may be torn between competing, attractive alternatives. 

Time and circumstances may compel a shift of a particular vision. As 
the economic slowdown of early 2008 merged with the global 
banking meltdown of the second half of the year, most companies 
had to re-think their goals in light of what was achievable over a 
specific time frame. As competitors succeed in reducing a market 
leader’s advantage,, that leader may have to adjust the vision. 
Michael Dell discovered this when Hewlett-Packard, under the 
leadership of Mark Hurd, achieved supply-chain economics 
comparable to Dell’s. Dell found that the shift to notebook computers 
required potential buyers to have a tactile experience. This persuaded 
Dell to re-embrace the retail distribution channel that it had 
abandoned many years previously, when it switched to the Dell 
Direct business model. 

While flexibility is required to deal with dramatically changed 
circumstances, constant vision changing inevitably creates confusion 
and consternation, a lack of faith that the leadership knows where 
they are heading. Vision drift is a constant danger and the “vision-du-
jour” phenomenon is to be avoided at all costs. The President and 
CEO of TD Bank Financial Group, Ed Clark, continues to focus on 
creating a truly North American powerhouse in the face of an 
economic slowdown, a continued focus that has some critics calling 
for a time-out from the pursuit of this goal. But Clark is determined 
and very conscious of the fact that any perceived weakening of 
resolve could derail the achievement of a worthwhile, long-term 
aspiration for the Bank. This is not some innate stubbornness, but 
rather the resolve of a leader for whom the creation of an enduring 
institution is a higher-order imperative. 
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Credibility: Of Vision and Visionary 

There are those who just have dreams and those whose dreams will 
inspire others to follow them. The difference may have more to do 
with the credibility of the visionary rather than with the content of 
the vision. 

The leader with a good track record, who is known for having 
achieved what they set out to do in the past, who “knows the 
business” and is recognized as an expert by those they are seeking to 
influence, is more likely to inspire a following than one who lacks 
such credentials, other things being equal. Such a leader has personal 
credibility which, when allied with the right content and context may 
provide powerful transformational leadership. Such was the case with 
Lou Gerstner, a former, highly successful CEO of RJR Nabisco, who 
was hired to turn a moribund IBM around and transform it from a 
product-focused company in to one that had a blend of products and 
services. He had an impressive track record at American Express 
and, importantly, was not steeped the culture of IBM, a culture that 
had spawned a great company in the period 1950 – 1990, but was in 
danger of strangling it in the much faster-moving, high- technology 
environment of the 1990’s. 

But such personal credibility may not outweigh a vision that lacks 
substantive appeal and is credible in its own right. Has this been done 
before? When and where? By whom? With what resources? A vision 
may be appealing and the visionary may have some degree of 
personal credibility, but if the vision seems too fantastic, too 
implausible, it will not be seen as compelling, an absolute must for 
any successful leadership vision. When Mike Zafirovski came to 
Nortel Networks from Motorola, he came with high personal 
credibility. However, the company was in so much trouble, faced 
such serious financial problems, and had an innovation deficit 
compounded by the need to limit R&D expenditures that personal 
credibility could not carry the day. Individuals that might have made 
it possible for Nortel to succeed had defected to competitors, where 
they saw the resources required to be a leader in the 
telecommunications field. Those that remained at Nortel discovered 
that they did not have the resource base to compete effectively 
against the Cisco’s and Alcatel-Lucent’s of this world. 
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Then sometimes, we see a newcomer who, armed with words but 
without a history of deeds, and who may lack a degree of evidence-
based credibility, can nevertheless still be persuasive. In Barack 
Obama’s presidential campaign, we saw a leader whose oratory, 
command of language and personal presence in a context where 
people were desperate for new leadership — but one who carried a 
very thin resume – elected to the most powerful office on earth. This 
charismatic leader may inspire a following based on little except their 
“magnetic” force, a force that is magnified and distributed through 
the mass media. This charisma may exist independently of their other 
leadership attributes or may substantially add to them. One thinks of 
a Steve Jobs at Apple, Warren Buffet of Berkshire Hathaway, or 
Herb Kelleher of Southwest Airlines, as examples of charismatic 
leaders who have founded or resurrected businesses. 
 
Collaboration: Whose is it, anyway? 

Throughout history there have been individuals who have seen 
something that others did not see, who were able to articulate that 
“something” and build followers, and manage those followers 
through the many changes called for by the vision. Bill Gates and 
Bill Allen did this with Microsoft, Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak did 
it at Apple; in earlier generations there was Thomas Edison, David 
Sarnoff and Timothy Eaton to name just a few. But there have been 
many failures as well; prophets who could not change the minds of 
others, false messiahs, CEO’s who promised the world and failed to 
deliver, team leaders who could not get the support of their teams and 
eventually were either deposed or who left under their own steam. 

Several acolytes of Jack Welch failed to deliver for their 
organizations when they sought to “import” elements of the GE 
culture to their new organizations. Bob Nardelli failed to deliver at 
Home Depot, and Jim McNerney did not lead 3M to greater 
performance. Both of the organizations they joined had strong 
cultures and, while neither of them had sterling performance records 
in the years immediately before their arrival, they were not 
organizations that recognized that they were in trouble and in need of 
a savior. The visions that Nardelli and McNerney tried to impose on 
their new organizations were rejected by employees and failed to 
deliver business results that were satisfactory to shareholders. 
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For any new leader, the challenge is to create a vision that reflects the 
wants, needs and aspirations of those who will be tasked with 
achieving it. Such visions are borne from the dissatisfaction that 
people have with the current situation and their perception that there 
could be something better. The leader may have an important role in 
generating this dissatisfaction and in postulating a better way, but he 
or she will do so with great sensitivity to the way that people view 
the past and present. The challenge is to envision rather than to have 
a vision, and this is best done by engaging people in the process of 
developing that vision and giving them a meaningful opportunity to 
shape the product of this engagement. Commitment to it will develop 
only from this empowerment; mere involvement in a process will not 
result in commitment. The truly compelling vision has content, 
context and credibility; the process of developing it is collaborative. 
When people can say “That’s my vision” or at least lay claim to 
having influenced it, it’s an indication that the task of execution has 
started well. 

This need for collaboration when framing a vision requires what Jack 
Welch called “aggressive-patience” on the part of a leader. While 
challenging the status quo, leaders must respect those who have 
contributed to success in the past and seek their involvement and 
engagement in developing the way forward. This takes time and 
some process skills. Leaders must approach the visioning process 
with an open mind, not an empty mind, one that is receptive to the 
concerns and inputs of those who will have a stake in the emerging 
vision and on whom the achievement of that vision depends. If this 
takes some time, if people find it necessary to develop a new vision 
in a gradual, iterative way, then this must be viewed as an investment 
in developing commitment. 
 
Does your vision resonate and compel action? 

These four characteristics of a compelling vision – content, context, 
credibility and collaboration — are summarized in the figure, below. 
They suggest a set of screening questions that should be asked when 
any vision is being conceived, developed and articulated. 
 
Characteristics of Compelling visions 
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o Has this vision been developed in a collaborative way with those that 
will be responsible for its enactment? 

o Does the content or substance of the vision appeal to the salient 
wants and needs of those you seek to inspire? 

o Even if all elements of the vision do not appeal to all followers, will 
all those essential to making it happen see something of value for 
them in it? 

o Is the vision articulated clearly so that followers will clearly see 
what’s in it for them? 

o Is the timing for launching the vision right or should it be delayed to 
the point at which potential followers will receive it better? 

o Is the proposition in the vision credible to those who must embrace 
it? 

o Are you personally credible in the role of visionary? 

If the answers to all of these are “Yes” then your vision may compel 
action; less than that, and there is a chance that it will fall short of 
achieving this goal and may need rethinking or reformulating. 

One of Barbra Streisand’s popular songs says, “The vision ain’t the 
solution, it’s all in the execution.” The emphasis on execution is 
important, but it must not exclude developing a compelling vision 
that will stimulate minds, engage passions, and move feet. The cost 
of launching a vision that fails to inspire is the loss of the visionary’s 
credibility…Get it right the first time! 
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THREE 
 

So what business are you REALLY in? 
 
 

My contention is that many boards, CEOs and leadership teams do 
not fully understand the business they’re in; so this question should 
be examined carefully and often.  74% of acquisitions fail. 23% have 
a neutral effect and a miniscule 3% actually result in increased 
enterprise value, principally due to a lack of understanding of the 
acquisition. Here is an article citing one perfect example: 
  
Jim Dudlicek, Editor-in-Chief of Stagnitomedia, the leading 
resource periodical for specialty, gourmet and convenience retailing 
said it perfectly in an article published October 15, 2013. I can't say 
that it was a complete surprise to hear of Safeway's decision to pull 
out of the Chicago market after its 15-year attempt to make a go of 
Dominick's. 
 
But I can say the news came with some sadness. I grew up in the 
Chicago suburbs, and my family became regular Dominick's 
shoppers after one opened close enough to home to make straying 
from our neighborhood Jewel a convenient option. As an adult, 
I remained loyal to the banner, even as ownership passed from the 
DiMatteo family to Safeway (by way of Yucaipa), even as longtime 
local customers expressed their discontent with changes to the 
stores and lack of availability of some of their favorite brands. 
 
But even with its own management style and its own strong private 
brand programs, Safeway sadly never seemed to maintain a firm 
grasp on what the banner meant to the old guard. Indeed, "I told 
you so’s dominated much of the new media and complained of a lack 
of quality and customer service. Declining revenues and a 
growing number of closed stores reflected consumer response. 
 
So what's next for Dominick's?  It seems unlikely at this point that 
the banner name will survive; several locations already are slated 
to be turned over to market-leading Jewel-Osco, itself under recent 
new ownership. I would expect the rest of the chain to go the way of 
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Genuardi’s - it'll likely be divided up among other players looking 
for a bigger share of Chicagoland's grocery dollar, in particular 
Mariano's, which is expanding aggressively throughout the Chicago 
area and has a store in at least one former Dominick's location (I 
know because it's my own neighborhood store), and is run by Bob 
Mariano, Dominick's last pre-Safeway CEO. 
 
It'll be a shame to see the 95 year-old Dominick's name vanish from 
the Chicago grocery scene, and it's a shame to see Safeway retreat 
in defeat from a major market, now even more fragmented than 
when it arrived a decade and a half ago. 
 
What you do and what business you are really in are two entirely 
different things altogether. What you do highlights specific tasks, 
functions you perform each day; what business you are in gets at the 
core of why you do what you do. The question: “What business are 
you really in?” is of enormous significance. In a nutshell it forces 
you to answer a question few are willing to face: “Do you really 
understand your business’s role in the marketplace?” Herb Kelleher 
put Southwest Airlines on one of the most extended winning streaks 
in world history by recognizing that his airline wasn’t competing 
with the other carriers, he was competing with people driving their 
cars to nearby business destinations.  
 
He also realized that airline travel had been largely commoditized 
and that in order to win, he had to be focused on corporate culture 
and driving innovation and cost savings from within. During his 
tenure, Kelleher created an atmosphere in which Southwest 
employees became well known for taking themselves lightly—often 
singing in-flight announcements to the tune of popular theme 
songs—but their jobs seriously. Southwest has never had an in-flight 
fatality. Southwest is consistently named among the top five Most 
Admired Corporations in America in Fortune magazine's annual 
poll. Fortune has also called him perhaps the best CEO in America. 

 
 
It’s Who You Are, Not What You Do That Matters 
 
Dominick’s, Randall’s and Genuardi’s, headquartered in Chicago, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_culture


P a g e   |  35   

Houston and Philadelphia respectively, were old, established, some 
would say “impenetrable brands bought, rebranded and literally 
destroyed by much larger Safeway Stores, Inc. 
 
So aren’t they all in the same business? NO! These three niche 
players were in the business of serving a particular brand of 
customer who had become accustomed to squeaky clean stores, 
personal friendly service, outstanding perishable departments, hand-
made salads, artisan bread, local brands and community 
involvement. Safeway bought these premium brands ostensibly for 
the “synergies”, one of the worst reasons for an acquisition, left the 
premium pricing in effect and removed every single attribute that 
made Randall’s, Dominick’s and Genuardi’s who they were.      
 
This is where knowing what business you are really in makes all the 
difference in the world. Most business owners have a vague idea of 
who they serve, in other words the general market, but have no idea 
why customers or clients really choose their business. The truth is 
often surprising, in fact. 
 
Think. Spend some time thinking about the specific folks you serve 
with your products. I’m not talking about an overall view of the 
market. I mean at the individual level. Who are they? What are their 
needs? Where do they live? What does their day look like? Why do 
they choose your business? What makes them happy? 
 
Think about your hiring decisions along these lines. The fit 
imperative is so often overlooked, it astounds me. I’m not talking 
about right or wrong here, any more than I’m saying that Neiman’s 
is right and Stein Mart is wrong. They are just in totally different 
businesses. Billions of dollars in enterprise value are destroyed and 
countless consumers and employees disenfranchised when colossal 
blunders like hiring Bob Nardelli to run Home Depot occur. Home 
Depot sold the same products as many of its competitors but was in 
the business of serving a customer who had become accustomed to 
a particular brand of personal service. During Nardelli's tenure, 
Home Depot stock was essentially steady while Lowe’s stock 
doubled, which along with his $240 million compensation 
eventually earned the ire of investors. His blunt, critical and 
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autocratic management style turned off employees and the public. 
Nardelli was notably criticized for cutting back on knowledgeable 
full-time employees with experience in the trades and replacing 
them with part-time help with little relevant experience. This move 
reduced costs, but hurt customer service at a time when the segment 
itself was growing and Lowe's was making strong inroads 
nationwide. 
 
Talk. Getting answers to what makes folks really do what they do. 
And while I know that asking folks what they want can be a mixed 
bag, that’s just what I want you to do. When Lou Gerstner took over 
at IBM, his board had given him a mandate to break IBM up into 
service lines for better focus. Instead of marching off like a lemming 
to carry out his orders, he went out and spoke to a couple dozen of 
his largest customers, a novel concept for a CEO, I know. Lou asked 
why they chose IBM’s products and services, who would provide 
them in his absence, what features they enjoyed most, what features 
they saw as must-haves, what difference it made in their lives, what 
their typical day looked like, what competing products and serves 
they’d used, why they initially chose his products and what would 
happen if your product or service wasn’t available anymore. The 
result was that He learned that a disassembled IBM was the very last 
thing customers wanted. They wanted a single point of contact and 
a provider who listened and helped them solve problems.  
 
As a result, Gerstner is credited with saving IBM from going out of 
business in the early 1990s. The subsequent refocusing on the IT 
services business (which grew to nearly 50% of the IBM's 
revenues), the embrace of the internet as a business phenomenon, 
and a broad effort to revive the company's culture are widely seen 
as having resulted in one of the most remarkable turnarounds in 
business history. 
 
Listen. You know to listen when others are talking, but that’s not 
my point here. What I really, really want you to focus on is hearing 
the true meaning behind their words. It’s not so much what they say 
as much as what they mean. Maybe they say the appeal of your 
service is cost and convenience, but what you really “hear” is that 
your business appeals to fledgling companies that don’t yet have the 
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resources to hire adequate staff. Wouldn’t that help in your 
marketing? 
 
One of the most interesting experiences of my career occurred 
shortly after my entry in to a regional supermarket chain in 1991, 
ostensibly as the heir apparent to the COO. I was told by the board 
that I would have to play a role as a field operator for a period of 
time in order to gain credibility as the company had never recruited 
executives from the outside. After about nine months on board, 
touring stores, talking to customers and store level employees I had 
drawn the conclusion that we had lost our identity. Our tag line was 
The Low Price Leader and it was prominently displayed on the front 
of all our stores and in six foot tall letters on all 170 tractor-trailers 
we had rolling up and down I75. 
 
When I advised our CEO of my anecdotal findings, based entirely 
on conversations I’d had on the front lines, he was clearly infuriated. 
He stated with no equivocation that I couldn’t possibly have been 
more wrong and that our customers and employees knew exactly 
who we were and what we stood for; even though we were an LBO 
company, cash strapped and entirely incapable of being the low 
price leader.  
 
Eight weeks later, on July 8th, 1992, a date still referred to as black 
Friday, the company’s ad agency, with the assistance of one of the 
nation’s leading consumer research firms, presented the findings of 
a nearly $2 million research project the CEO had commissioned 
after our conversation, on the outside chance I’d been right. For the 
low, low price of roughly $2 million, one of the most prestigious 
research firms in the country delivered precisely, not approximately, 
the report I delivered for free, with some impressive looking charts 
and graphs as an augment.  
 
The following week, I was offered a new position to lead the change 
initiative I’d recommended. The first new prototype store we rolled 
out, which included the existing premium pricing, along with a 
premium product and service offering, produced a 21% same store 
revenue increase and a corresponding 460 basis point increase in 
gross margin for a bottom line increase of 1,360%. 
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I can promise you one thing: If you spend some time thinking about 
what business you are really in, the answers won’t be the ones you 
started with. 
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FOUR 
 

Pay me now or Pay me later 
 
 

People often say to us: We have had several executive hires go bad, 
what can we do about it? Jack Welch’s words spoken below have 
never been truer, but there are things that can be done to stack the 
odds more in your favor. For nineteen years, we’ve studied the most 
prevalent reasons for executive hiring failure and determined many 
of these could have been predicted and therefore avoided. A key to 
avoiding many of these costly mistakes is doing the necessary work 
up front, carefully determining the critical success factors and 
objectively assessing the best candidates available against those 
criteria.     
 
Consider the words in italics by Jack Welch along with our 
commentary. 
 

“How fast should you move when you sense you've made a 
hiring mistake? In a word, very. So fast, in fact, that if you're 
moving at the right speed in taking care of a hiring mistake, it 
will probably feel too fast. That's O.K. In every case, a rapid 
intervention is better for the organization, your own career, 
and even the person you're letting go. 
 
Look, hiring great people is brutally hard. New managers are 
lucky to get it right half the time. And even executives with 
decades of experience will tell you that they make the right 
calls 75% of the time at best.” 
 

Jack has it right! Countless studies reflect that executive hires fail 
approximately 45% of the time, regardless of whether or not a 
search firm is involved. A recent study conducted by Kevin Kelley, 
CEO of Heidrick & Struggles, revealed that 40% of Heidrick’s 
placements were either forced out or quit within eighteen months. 
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“The problem is the stakes are so high. Never has it been so 
important to field a team with the best players. Every smart 
idea matters. Every ounce of passion makes a difference. You 
cannot have a black hole in your organization where a star 
should be. 
 

The stakes are so high and the cost of a bad hire, even when 
recognized early, is so great, the need to carefully assess the culture 
of the organization, its values, desired behaviors, style and specific 
performance expectations should be obvious. Resist the temptation 
to take the easy way out and hire quickly. Since every smart idea 
matters and every ounce of passion makes a difference, look at each 
and every hire, both internal and external, as an opportunity to 
advance the organization. In the overall scheme of things, the cost 
of “doing it right” isn’t even a rounding error on your P&L.  
 

“So that's the first reason you need to face up to hiring 
mistakes quickly. Sure, maybe one individual's poor 
performance won't sink the company. But when your 
"mistakes" aren't doing their jobs, it invariably puts a strain 
on the whole team and makes work harder for everyone else. 
So resentment toward the underperformers — and toward you 
for hiring them — builds up.  
 
And yet, too many managers procrastinate for too many 
months before acting on their hiring mistakes. They'll tell you 
they're hoping the mistake's performance will improve with 
time and experience. They might also moan about the time 
that's required to find someone new and bring him up to 
speed. 
 
But the real reason most managers don't act is that they fear 
looking stupid and worry that admitting they made a hiring 
mistake is career suicide. In any good organization, that logic 
is exactly backward. Any company worth its salt will reward 
managers when they acknowledge they've hired wrong and 
swiftly repair the damage. They get more positive buzz for 
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the operational improvements that occur when the right 
person is finally in place. Indeed, recognizing mistakes — 
and fixing them boldly — builds a manager's credibility. 
Hoping against hope that the mistake will go away does the 
opposite.” 
 

According to David Dotlich and Peter Cairo in the book Why CEOs 
Fail, the number one reason for CEO failure is arrogance. A 
willingness to admit mistakes, take responsibility and make 
necessary adjustments is the mark of emotional intelligence, 
humility and effective leadership.  
 
A meaningful and useful aside: According to Dotlich and Cairo, the 
most common reasons for failure in the CEO role, or any senior 
leadership role for that matter are as follows: 

 Arrogance: You’re right and everyone else is wrong.  

 Melodrama: You always grab the center of attention. 

 Volatility: Your mood swings drive business swings. 

 Excessive Caution: The next decision you make may be your 
first.  

 Habitual Distrust: You focus on the negatives. 

 Aloofness: You disengage and disconnect. 

 Mischievousness: The rules are meant to be broken and don’t 
apply to you. 

 Eccentricity: It’s fun to be different just because you can. 

 Passive Resistance: Your silence is misinterpreted as 
agreement.  

 Perfectionism: Get the little things right even if the big things 
go wrong. 
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 Eagerness to Please: Winning a popularity contest matters 
most.  

None of us are perfect. Understanding these tendencies will allow you 
to screen for them, improving your odds further.  
 

“Now, it is important to note that "boldly" doesn't mean 
harshly. Remember: You made the error. Don't blame the 
person who persuaded you that he was right for the job. 
Break the news candidly, take responsibility for what went 
wrong, make a fair financial arrangement, and then give the 
departing employee time to look for a soft landing somewhere 
else. Both you and the person you hired need to feel as if you 
handled everything properly, especially should you ever meet 
again when your former "hiring mistake" happens to become 
a potential customer. 
 
Of course, the best way to handle hiring mistakes is to not 
hire them in the first place. Yes, bringing in the right people 
is, as noted above, a tough business fraught with pitfalls. But 
you can really improve your chances if you fight like hell 
against the three main hiring impulses that most often get 
managers into trouble. 
 
The first is using your gut. Don't! When you have a big, 
crucial job opening to fill, it's just too easy to fall in love with 
a shiny new candidate who is on his best behavior, telling you 
exactly what you want to hear and looking like the answer to 
all your prayers. That's why you can never hire alone. Make 
sure a team coolly analyzes the candidate's credentials and 
conducts interviews. And by all means, make sure the team 
includes at least one real hard-nose — the kind of naysayer 
who is particularly good at sussing out the job fit and sniffing 
out the phonies.” 
 

Following a disciplined process and following the advice of experts 
is key to making rational and effective decisions. One of the most 
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important lessons we’ve learned is to NOT make any decision, pro 
or con, in the first thirty minutes of an interview. The fact is that 
there are many mediocre performers in the marketplace who are 
outstanding interviewers. There are an equal number of stellar 
performers who are not quite so adept at interviewing, especially if 
they have not had much experience along these lines.  
 

“The second instinct you have to fight is what we call the 
"recommendation reflex," in which managers rationalize 
away negative references with excuses like: "Well, our job is 
different." You should seek out your own references to call, 
not just the ones provided by the candidate, and force 
yourself to listen to what they have to tell you even if it ruins 
the pretty picture you are painting in your head. 
 

Most reference checking is a complete waste of time. Done just in 
advance of an offer, on one candidate with whom everyone has already 
fallen in love, serves very little purpose. Conducting full and 
structured 360 degree reference audits with superiors, subordinates 
and peers, as a part of the discovery and decision making process is a 
far more effective way to utilize references. Effective reference audits 
reflect strengths and weaknesses of all candidates in the mix and reveal 
important patterns and propensities based on the candidates past 
performance, which is of course, the best predictor of future 
performance. 
 

“Finally, fight the impulse to do all the talking. Yes, you want 
to sell your job, but not at all costs. In interviews, ask 
candidates about their last job — and then shut up for a good, 
long while. As they describe what they liked and what they 
didn't, you will likely hear much of what you really need to 
know about fit.” 
 
All candidates, both internal and external, should be provided 
with the most compelling (not embellished) description of the 
opportunity. The most effective talent acquisition techniques 
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involve “selling the opportunity” and requiring the candidate 
to “sell themselves”. 
 

Require your candidate to prepare sufficiently in advance of your final 
interview and you will have a much more comprehensive 
understanding of the total candidate. Prior candidate evaluation should 
be focused on assessing the candidate’s alignment with your culture, 
values, desired behaviors and specific performance expectations. Also 
make absolutely certain your opportunity is aligned with the 
candidate’s expectations and aspirations. 
 

“True, you may still make a mistake, but at least it won't be 
because you rushed. Save the speed for fixing things if they 
unfortunately go awry.” 
 

At Allen Austin, we are relentless and avid students of leadership, 
strategy and business tactics. We are also experts in facilitating 
matches that work and last. Hiring misfires or failures at all levels are 
almost always caused by a lack of alignment. Talent, values, tactics 
and strategy must be carefully linked in order to maximize the 
effectiveness of human and capital resources in organizations.  
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FIVE 
 

Search Strategy 
 
 

In my view, the executive hiring process typically works like dating 
and marriage, with very similar results. Just like dating, we usually 
start out with a woefully inadequate description of precisely who 
we are, exactly what we are looking for, and specifically what we 
are trying to accomplish. 

 
Because we usually rely on simple job descriptions and resumes, 
we typically do not define all of the critical success factors in 
advance, as well as our specific performance objectives; and 
because we do not fast forward the tape and look in to the future, 
the selection process becomes a beauty pageant and a chemistry 
contest. We hire a new executive because it feels right; he or she 
looks good, sounds good, smells good, and is, oh so charming. 
Then, in three to six months, we start to have that queasy feeling in 
our gut that suggests we might have made a mistake and that things 
are just not working out. Roughly 50 percent of the time, within a 
year, we know we have made a mistake. 

 
For more than thirty years, I have studied what is currently being 
called human capital leadership. Buzz words, trends, and pop 
expressions come and go. What I am really talking about in this 
piece is getting things done with and through people: attracting, 
assessing, selecting, hiring, leading, managing, encouraging, 
disciplining, organizing, and retaining people. 

 
It has been said that it takes 10,000 hours of study to become an 
expert in any subject. If that is true, I suppose thirty-five years of 
study makes me an expert although I do not particularly like the 
term. Especially since I have also heard that an Ex is a has-been 
and a Spurt is a drip under pressure. 

 
The expert debate notwithstanding, I think you will get a great deal 
of real value out of this material. I have read hundreds of books on 
these subjects. I subscribe to all of the latest and greatest thought 
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resources including the Harvard Business Review. I have also had 
the privilege of knowing and working with some unbelievably 
effective leaders and managers. 

 
While I am an admitted contrarian on a number of issues, I believe 
the advice outlined in this material is extremely sound. I also know 
that the ―business as usual‖ model does not work. My intent is to 
separate the wheat from the chaff, using as few words as possible, 
and without all of excerpts from articles and studies that have been 
saying the same thing for years, in order to present you with material 
that will help you with your real world human capital leadership 
endeavors. 

 
I would also like to make it very clear that I am critical of how the 
hiring process works in general terms. It is not my intention to say 
disparaging things about any firm in particular or my profession in 
general. My hope is that you will read these words and examine 
your own human capital practices. 

 
Facilitating a match that will truly work for the company and the 
candidate alike should be the primary goal of every executive 
search. We exist for the purpose of adding significant value to our 
client companies through our human capital consulting efforts and 
to enhance the lives and careers of our candidates (as well as our 
consultants). Our passion is facilitating matches that work and last. 

 
Having spent twenty years in industrial management and twenty-
seven years in executive search, I have made a lot of great hires and 
a few bad ones. I have seen every conceivable hiring mistake. I have 
seen the same hiring manager make the same hiring mistakes over 
and over again. I have seen entire companies make the same 
mistakes over and over and over again. 

 
I have read literally hundreds of books on hiring, search, selection, 
interviewing, reference checking, background checking, and the 
like. Most of the material I have read is of very little use, either 
because it was entirely anecdotal and without basis in fact, or 
because it was purely theoretical in nature with little basis in reality. 
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Here is an actual example of a garden variety search to which I 
was a witness. The names have been changed to protect the guilty. 
Some literary license has been taken; yet the representation of 
relevant facts is substantially accurate. 

 
John Q. CEO decides he is unhappy with Jack C. VP Operations‘ 
performance. Jack has been on the job for just under eighteen 
months and is a very hard worker. John is not able to clearly 
articulate just what it is about Jack he does not like; he simply says 
that things are not going well. He calls Jim C. Headhunter to 
schedule a meeting. Jim comes to mind first because he works for 
one of the top search firms downtown; he has also bought John‘s 
lunch twice, he has taken John to play golf at the premier country 
club in town and he sent John tickets for a sold-out play. 

 
John and Jim get together for a luncheon meeting at the country 
club. They talk for an hour or so but not much is said about the 
search. Just prior to the conclusion of the meeting, John hands 
Jim a job description for the VP Operations position. Jim thinks the 
job description sounds familiar. It should. It is the same description 
given to him twenty months prior when he began the search which 
produced Jack C. Jim does not bother to seek specifics in terms of 
performance problems. 

 
He shakes John‘s hand enthusiastically and with all the confidence 
that generally comes with ignorance he says ―Do not worry John, 
I know you and your organization, I will find you the right guy. 
Jim is still looking John in the eye while thinking ―Does he 
remember I placed the guy he is about to fire? and ―I know two 
guys who would be perfect. 

 
The fact of the matter is most executives do not know how to 
conduct an effective search. A surprising number of search 
professionals have not had any formal training in terms of how to 
conduct an effective search. Most of us are very good at everything 
we do except the search, selection, and hiring process. Once again, 
this should be no big surprise. Consider my background – twenty- 
four years in business with responsibility for two divisions with 
revenues in excess of $2 billion each, combined with ten years in 
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undergraduate and graduate schools. How many courses have 
been required to complete, or even offered, in academic institutions 
on hiring, selection, interviewing, et cetera? Zero. How much 
instruction was given during my twenty years in industry? I took 
one course on interrogation to determine whether or not the subject 
was being truthful. 

 
A study published in a 2006 edition of the Harvard Business Review 
indicated that two of every five recently placed chief executives 
failed within eighteen months. 

 
Other surveys we have read in recent years suggest that somewhere 
between 46 percent and 50 percent of all newly placed senior 
executives are fired or resign within two years. Such statistics and 
dismal results have prompted us to study the myriad of things that 
often go wrong during the executive search process. I should also 
add that quite a number of internal placements and promotions turn 
out badly as well. 

 
Almost every business day since August 2, 1996, the day I founded 
Allen Austin, I have tried to isolate one failed executive placement 
and determine the reason for that particular failure. At the time of 
this writing, I have examined 3,633 CEO and executive level 
placements that failed. Here are some of the verbatim comments 
noted: 

 
The placement went awry because: 

 
THE HIRING AUTHORITY… 

• did not establish specific performance objectives for the new 
executive in his specific role 

• did not understand and/or did not articulate the true drivers in 
the business 

• did not understand and/or was not able to clearly articulate 
the values of her organization 

• did not focus on the candidate‘s consistent and predictable 
patterns of relative success or lack thereof. 
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• did not understand the difference between management and 
leadership 

• did not clearly articulate organizational nuances such as 
resource allocation, departmental influence or dominance, 
silo management and the like. 

• did not clearly articulate what kinds of behaviors are valued 
and respected within the organization 

• did not establish that the new candidate‘s career goals and   
objectives   were   aligned   with   those   of   the organization 
and that the new relationship represented a win-win for 
candidate and company 

• did not ensure a smooth integration of the new executive in 
to his/her new role (applies to both external hires and internal 
promotions) 

• failed to establish necessary critical skills, attributes or values 
such as team building skills, organizational ability, 
commitment, work ethic, technical expertise, advocacy skill, 
or any number of other necessary attributes. 

• failed to understand the candidate‘s true strengths, 
weaknesses and proclivities and how they potentially 
influence the candidate‘s success and the organization as a 
whole 

• made judgments and decisions too quickly, too emotionally, 
and placing too much emphasis on the resume, first 
impression, appearance, affability, articulation, or charisma 

• made hiring decisions based solely on educational credentials 
and tended to hire – in his own image.  

• thought that a candidate‘s primary attitudes, values and 
propensities could or would change 

 

Or… 
 
THE NEW EXECUTIVE 
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• He/she was arrogant, thought he/she had all  the answers, did 
not consult the team for possible ideas 

• He/she was hired because of his/her sales prowess and we did 
need revenues however, in the process of focusing on sales 
he/she let the rest of the operation go 

• He/she did not take the time to determine how we had gotten 
where we are and what we looked like when things were 
working well 

• He/she did not seem to understand what drove the business; 
he/she was focused on acquisitions that did not make sense 
for the business. 

• He/she alienated several members of the board, did not seem 
to understand the concerns of the board members 

• He/she could not get a real grasp on the operations of the 
company. He/she was never in full realization of what 
changes in strategy affected the shop floor 

• He/she did not understand enough about the business to 
know when the numbers were starting to go awry 

• He/she could not get his/her team right, had two misfires 
in a row in the same Executive Vice President position, and 
the board lost confidence in his/her hiring ability 

• He/she did not take responsibility for his/her own 
integration including selecting appropriate mentors 

• He/she did not win the respect of his/her peers, 
subordinates, or the board 

• He/she did not understand the importance of learning the 
dreams, goals, and objectives of his/her team members 

• He/she had a command and control leadership style and 
could not gain consensus among any of our constituencies 

• He/she failed to establish a go-to network for different 
answers and challenges within the organization 
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• He/she could not unite his/her troops; they were always 
confused about priorities so key performance metrics 
suffered 

• He/she did not realize or did not admit that he/she was 
human, that mistakes are made, need to be acknowledged, 
and apologized for quickly 

• He/she was not sensitive to the needs and goals of all the 
organization‘s stakeholders 

• He/she achieved quick results, but could not sustain results 
because of his/her short term view 

• He/she found the company‘s financial position was not as it 
had been represented 

• He/she found the company was mired in the past and that 
the senior leaders were not receptive to change 

• He/she was a very nice man and was well liked, but 
he/she just could not move the numbers 

• He/she was very strong in many areas, but not the areas that 
would help us 

• He/she was not honest; he would always offer bull   
answers to questions to which he/she did not  really have the 
answers, when he/she should have been honest and said he 
did not know 

• He/she was really just kind of lazy. This is a hard charging 
organization. He/she was really smart but would not do 
what it took to get the job done when it required extra effort 

• He/she had a cavalier attitude toward almost everything 

• He/she could not articulate a clear vision and motivate the 
troops to move in his/her direction; he/she kept talking about 
the way his/her old company did things. 

• He/she was not the kind of coach the organization needed. 
The company has grown so fast that we have a bunch of 
inexperienced people who need a lot of teaching and 
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coaching 

• He/she had a style that was incompatible with the company 
and it turned out to be a big issue. This is a very formal 
buttoned-down organization and he/she was very informal 
and laid back. The customers did not relate to him/her 

• He/she was not a quick study. One has to learn quickly 
around here. Nobody is spoon-fed. 

• He/she could not solve problems or conflicts. When he/she 
found himself/herself under pressure he/she would simply 
yell at others. 

• He/she seemed to be much too quick to assign blame, seldom 
accepting responsibility 

• He/she got bogged down in the details and never could see 
the forest for the trees. 

Between 45 percent and 50 percent of all executive hires fail within 
eighteen months. Of the 3,033 failed CEO and executive level 
placements our firm examined, over 90 percent of those failures fall 
in to these categories: 
 
HIRING FAILURE 

• Poor Fit, - The new CEO had been promoted beyond his or 
her level of competence. There was nothing in the candidate‘s 
background, experience, references and/or credentials that 
supported the candidate‘s ability to do the specific job or the 
business model may have changed. Pay close attention to the 
phase in which the company is operating: startup, growth, 
turnaround, etc. 

• Poor Fit – The new CEO was misled or inadequately 
informed about the nature of the job, the condition of the 
company, the culture of the parent or stakeholder group or 
other material or critical success factors. 

• Poor Fit - The new CEO may or may not have been 
experienced in building a leadership team well suited to carry 
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out the organization‘s objectives. 
 

EXECUTION FAILURE 

• Failure - To objectively evaluate members of the leadership 
team. The new CEOs have tendency to want to replace key 
leaders before determining the best possible and prudent 
course of action. Less common, but still problematic, is a 
tendency to be overly loyal to the existing team. 

• Failure - Not understanding the total operation including 
strategy, people and more commonly, operations. The new 
CEOs must become intimately familiar with the nuts and 
bolts operations of the business in order to be able to ask the 
right questions, and know when the organization is on track 
and moving in the right direction 

• Failure - Task oriented the opposite of the item above. 

• The new CEOs that are particularly strong in one area, 
typically operations, ignore or minimize the big picture 
items. 

• Failure - Lack of discipline. The new CEOs must quickly 
grasp the essence of the operation in order to establish 
strategic priorities. Poor discipline leads to growth strategies 
that do not make sense and failure to understand the true 
drivers of the business. 

• Failure - To recognize the possibilities. The new CEO‘s lack 
of vision or emotional intelligence often causes 

• them to become chained to an old business model or original 
vision, product line, marketing strategy, etc. 

• Failure - To bond with the existing team. The new CEO‘s 
need to win the confidence of the existing team even if 
changes are eminent. 

• Failure - To gel with members of the board. The new CEO‘s 
must have the confidence of the Board members. Boards are 
comprised of individuals, each of whom have unique 
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concerns and require an individual communications strategy. 
Board members must remain confident in the ability and 
willingness of the new CEO to make tough decisions with 
clarity and realism while communicating transparently and 
effectively with each board member. 
 

There are other reasons that newly placed CEOs and senior 
executives fail. Eliminate these and you will most certainly stack 
the deck in your favor. 

 
The unfortunate reality is that in many cases where failure has 
been the outcome, there was nothing wrong with the candidate, the 
company, the hiring manager, or the opportunity. 
 
The very best hiring practices examine as many variables as 
possible. While no process involving human beings can ever be 
perfect, the consultants in our firm seem to have broken the code 
when it comes to avoiding the most common hiring mistakes. 

 
Many searches are destined for failure from the outset because 
many, if not most of the important variables, are neglected. Many 
searches are executed with little more than a ―job description.‖ The 
typical job description is nothing more than a list of attributes all 
based on background, experience and credentials, i.e. ten years of 
this, an MBA in that, et cetera. The job description is an important 
component of a comprehensive search specification. It does not, 
however, provide an adequate or appropriate roadmap for an 
effective search. 

 

Getting  it  right  is  not  always  easy.  Here  is  a  quote  out  of 
Execunet‘s October 2007 e-newsletter: 

 
There is mounting frustration with the pace of many 
executive search assignments, and these days, it's being 
voiced largely by executive recruiters who cannot seem to 
get enough organizational commitment to keep the 
momentum              on              search              assignments. 

 
Just consider the surge of responses to a question about 
why searches are getting stalled that came in from 
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corporate hiring executives who count themselves among 
the members of ExecuNet's exclusive Human Resources 
Executive                       Business                       Roundtable. 

 
"The pace of activity inside companies is frantic. New fires 
develop every day that require immediate attention. 
Executives are overbooked and priorities are juggled. Their 
availability is limited. Executive recruiters find their calls 
going unreturned," says the longtime HR officer. 

 
"Another factor is evolving job specifications," he says. 
"Senior executives frequently think they know what they 
want in a candidate, but their perspective changes as they 
react to resumes and initial interviews. From first-hand 
experience, what started as a search for one set of 
experiences turns into something only loosely associated 
with the initial specs." And no matter how stretched 
management may be, executives will apparently take 
whatever extra time they believe they need to select the 
perfect candidate. 

 
We are mindful of the pressures hiring managers face, and are 
careful to be empathetic. This awareness is critical to developing 
and enhancing client relationships. This kind of empathy is also 
critical when working with clients and candidates at every stage of 
the search. 

 
Every physician takes the Hippocratic Oath before he or she can 
graduate from medical school, become licensed and begin to 
practice medicine. Unfortunately there is no such licensing or 
certification process for retained executive search professionals, 
nor is there any such mantra or sworn oath. In our judgment, there 
should be: MAKE NO ASSUMPTIONS. Every senior level search 
should start with a clean sheet of paper. Relying on the by-products 
of recently conducted similar searches in order to present yet 
another list of the usual suspects is a practice which should be 
avoided at all costs. 

 
Remember that the ―business as usual‖ approach to hiring CEOs 
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and senior executives leaves much to be desired. 
 
―Business as usual‖ questions in selecting search firms include: 

 
• How many searches have you done in this industry? 

 

• How many similar searches have you done during the 
last twelve months? 

 

• What does your network look like in our industry? 
 

• How many CEO searches have you conducted in our 
industry? 

 
 

Brooke Masters wrote and published an article in the Financial 
Times, March 2009 edition highlighting the career of Kevin Kelly 
the CEO at Heidrick & Struggles. This is an excerpt from that 
article. 

 
Since taking the helm in 2006, Mr. Kelly, 43, has sought to 
move the firm away from pure recruiting to offering a suite 
of services that help its clients attract, retain and promote 
top management. The work was sparked by a recent internal  
study  of  20,000  Heidrick  searches,  he  says. 
―We‘ve found that 40 percent of executives hired at the 
senior level are pushed out, fail or quit within 18 months. 
It‘s expensive in terms of lost revenue. It‘s expensive in 
terms of the individual‘s hiring. It‘s damaging to morale. 

 

 

The most prestigious search firms in the world are typically strong 
proponents of asking these kinds of boilerplate questions, 
principally because they are prepared to answer them. I am not 
citing this article as a disparagement of this firm or any other; more 
as a suggestion that there might be a more meaningful set of 
questions to which you might want answers. 

 
Questions like this suggest to me that the buyer might not have a 
full appreciation of exactly what it is they are seeking. It seems to 
my firm that the questions should be much more outcome focused. 
A set of more relevant questions might look like this: 



P a g e   |  57   

1. What is the firm‘s successful delivery rate? Or…what 
percentage of the firm‘s engagements is considered 
successful by the client? 

2. Does the firm track its performance and/or retention 
rate? 

3. What is the total number of searches the firm has 
conducted and over what period of time? 

4. Is the firm accredited by the Association of Executive 
Search Consultants? (Less than 200 firms worldwide 
are certified by the AESC) 

5. Does the firm conduct comprehensive primary research 
on every search or do they depend primarily on 
databases and informal networks? 

6. What does the firm‘s needs-analysis process look like 
and what are the key discovery items it seeks to unearth 
or reveal? 

7. Does the firm understand performance based search 
methodology? 

8. How many personal contacts will be made and who   
(Partner, senior associate or research assistant) will 
make them? 

9. How many of your competitors are off limits to the search 
firm as a result of their existing client relationships? 

10. What kind of analyses or metrics will the firm measure 
potential candidates against? 

11. Will the firm require its candidates to complete a self- 
appraisal? 

12. How will the firm know that your opportunity is ideal 
for the candidates they select and present? 

13. Does the firm utilize structured interviewing and who 
(Partner, senior associate or research assistant) will 
conduct the interviews? 
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14. Will the firm conduct just cursory reference checks or 
comprehensive 360‘s in advance of presentation, who 
(Partner, senior associate or research assistant) will 
conduct them, and what form will they take? 

15. Will the firm be able to coach me on team fit and 
effectiveness? 

16. Who conducts background investigations and in what 
manner? 

17. How long will the search take? 

18. Is the firm flexible, focused on me and willing to 
customize my search? 

19. What is the total cost of the search including direct and 
indirect expenses? 

20. Will  the  firm  be  capable  of  assisting  me  in  the 
successful integration of the newly hired executive? 

21. Will the firm provide me with  meaningful  market 
information collected while conducting my search? 

I have thrown a lot of stuff at you to get you thinking. The 
failure rate among newly placed executives is alarming and it is 
getting worse. In my opinion, this trend is nothing short of a crisis. 
Every time one of these misfires occurs, a lot of bad things happen. 
The most obvious and most talked about is the loss of financial 
performance at the client site. Somewhat less obvious is the 
disruption and/or loss of momentum within the client organization. 
The total cost of mis-hires and or mis-promotions has been 
estimated (depending on which study you read) at somewhere 
between 5 and 10 times the executive‘s annual compensation. Based 
on my real-world experiences, I believe the cost to be substantially 
greater. 

 
Something that does not get talked about or lamented nearly 
enough in my opinion, are the lives of candidates, spouses, 
children and family that are needlessly disrupted, sometimes 
permanently, as a result of poorly executed hiring processes. The 
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pages that follow contain suggestions that have worked for Allen 
Austin. 
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SIX 
 

Needs Analysis 
 
 

If you do not ask the right questions, the answers do not matter! 
Whether you choose to use a professional search firm or not, the 
steps taken should be the same. Do these things right the first time, 
and you will reap the rewards. Take short cuts and chances are 
roughly 50 percent your new hires will fail within eighteen 
months. 

 
Keep in mind that this book is written from the perspective of a 
search consultant whose objective is to facilitate matches that work 
and last. For over thirty-five years, I have been making real-world 
observations of what works and what does not work. The 
recommendations I make are those I know to be effective. 

 
The degree of success achieved as a result of any search will, in 
large part, be driven by the quality of questions asked and the 
quality of the answers provided by the hiring manager. 

 
Every search should start by conducting a very thorough needs 
analysis, a process designed to discover exactly what it will take 
for a candidate to be successful in a specific role. Be mindful of 
specific elements in your environment that might indicate a good 
or bad fit for different candidates. For my firm and in the case of 
an existing client, the time required to conduct such an analysis can 
be as little as an hour or two, however it has taken up to three days 
in the case of a new client with extremely complex challenges and 
multiple challenges. 

 
The material that follows will give you a very good feel for how to 
conduct a needs analysis. The more you dig and the more you 
discipline yourself to fast forward the tape and think about how you 
will determine success for your new CEO or senior executive, the 
better the outcome of your search. 

 
Please remember these are only examples. They are standard 
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templates that can be customized for specific industries and 
functional positions. This approach to search and consulting is 
surgical, specific, customized, and focused. At Allen Austin, we 
start with a clean sheet of paper on each engagement; therefore, the 
examples I have provided may be more or less complex than the 
actual engagements requires. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 

Company/Organization 

1. What are the most salient points we should know 
about the company‘s story? 

2. What should we know about the company‘s 
mission, vision, strategy, and most current initiatives? 

3. What are your growth plans for this year and beyond? 

4. How is the company performing compared to the plan? 

5. What would  you  like  to  learn  from  the  market  that 
should be included in the 20-day market report? 

6. At the enterprise level, what does success look like in 
your company? 

Culture/Alignment 

1. How would you describe your culture? 

2. How would you describe the culture of your leadership 
team? 

3. What kind of culture are you trying to build? 

4. What makes your company a great place to work? 

5. What kinds of behaviors are valued at your company? 

6. What forces  drive  and  most  heavily  influence  your 
business (i.e., operations, finance, marketing, sales)? 

7. What are the three most important values the ideal 
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candidate share with you as an organization? How does 
your organization view humility? 

8. How would you describe the style of leadership and 
execution at your company? 

9. Are you interested in exploring executive team fit and 
alignment? 

The Opportunity 

1. What makes this position compelling? 

2. What does this position offer that might compel an A 
player from your competition or best practices employer 
to want to jump ship? 

3. How will this position grow? Will the opportunities be 
substantially different over time? 

4. What is the nature of the team with whom this new 
executive will work? 

Position Specific Performance 

1. Please provide a complete top-to-bottom organizational 
chart, including specific responsibilities and headcount. 

2. What are the ten most important, specific deliverables 
for this position? Please rank them in order. 

3. Are there specific deadlines for this position? 

4. How will this position grow? Will the objectives be 
substantially different over time? 

5. What is the specific nature of the candidate‘s profit- 
and-loss responsibility, forecasting, line item, autonomy, 
budget approval, et cetera? 

6. What political and/or organizational land mines or 
challenges will this person face? 
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7. Why is this position open? Who occupied the position 
previously? Did they meet expectations? 

8. How will success be determined in this position, 
quantitatively and qualitatively? 

9. How many direct reports are there? How many direct 
reports do you expect in a year from now? How large is 
the division‘s headcount/organization? How large do you 
expect it to be in a year? 

10. Who are the top five people, internal or external, with 
whom the candidate will have the most interaction? Where 
are they located? 

Background, Experience & Credential Requirements 

1. What is the ideal background for this position (industry- 
specific experience, best practices, processes, functional, 
etc.)? 

2. How important are industry contacts or an established 
network of some kind? 

3. What are the educational requirements of this position? 

4. What other core competencies can you think of that this 
candidate must possess? 

5. Travel requirements: How often? To where? On average 
how long are the trips? Does it include attending any 
relevant industry events? 

Interview Process 

1. Is there any specific testing that you would like the firm to
 perform during the candidate sourcing/vetting 
process? 

2. Please list who should receive the candidate packets. 

Do you require hard copies as well as electronic 
versions? Should everyone on the distribution list 
receive compensation information also? 
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3. Please list who will interview the candidates, including 
their role, and provide a short bio to be shared with the 
candidate. 

4. What are you looking for in this person? When you 
conduct an interview, what key questions will you ask? 

5. What is your interviewing process? How long does the 
process typically take? 

6. Do you plan to interview everyone in your office? 

7. If a candidate has to travel to you to interview, who will 
make the travel arrangements? Who will initially pay? 
Who will coordinate the candidate‘s travel? 

8. Do you wish to conduct phone interviews first before a 
face-to-face interview? 

9. Typically we receive feedback on each candidate 
interviewed over the phone or in person within twenty- 
four hours of the interview. Do you anticipate any 
problems with this request? Do you have an established 
procedure for debrief? 

10. Please confirm who will handle background checks 
(criminal, verification of education, etc.). 

Candidate Package Considerations 

1. What benefits are to be included in the candidate‘s hiring 
package (e.g., compensation package, base, bonus, 
relocation package, points, realtor, lawyers, packing, 
moving, unpacking, animal transport, auto, house-hunting 
trip, car or car allowance)? 

2. What kinds of things should we try to anticipate (e.g., 
relocation, sale of residence, home-buying)? 

 
 
 



P a g e   |  65   

SEVEN 
 
 

Search Specification 
 
 
The output of a quality needs analysis is a written search 
specification. Starting a senior level search without a well written 
document or roadmap is tantamount to building an office building 
without a set of plans. Now I know a guy who built a beautiful ten 
thousand square foot home near Johnson City, Texas without plans, 
or so he claimed. He also said that 90 percent of the materials for 
this structure, which doubled as a hunting lodge, came right off 
of his land. There are certainly exceptions to every rule, but you 
are clearly stacking the odds in your favor if you will discipline 
yourself to follow a proven process. 

 
Our specification becomes the roadmap for each search, and it is 
always a joint venture between our client and our search 
consultant. Indeed, we do not start a search until we have executed 
a comprehensive needs analysis with the client‘s key decision 
makers, and are able to obtain a complete buy-in on the entire 
search process including the research piece and target list. Because 
we feel so strongly about this phase of the search, we do not accept 
every assignment we are offered. We do not accept assignments 
from employers who have demonstrated irresponsible employment 
practices, employers with unrealistic expectations or employers 
who are not willing to partner with us.  
 
Great engagements are seldom the result of the unilateral efforts of 
a search firm or its consultant. Great search consulting 
engagements, more often than not, are the result of a 
collaborative effort between all key decision makers on the hiring 
side, and the lead search consultant on the search firm side. In our 
judgment, an effective search specification contains a minimum of 
five key elements: an accurate yet compelling positioning of the 
company itself, a compelling positioning of the opportunity, a 
job description, a complete set of performance expectations and a 
description of living conditions in the area. 
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Remember one thing as it relates to the search specification. Unless 
we are talking about a confidential search, the search specification 
is the primary marketing piece for the search. Typically, this 
document will be read by many people who are potential 
candidates and many who are not. This document should do a great 
job ―selling the company, the opportunity and the physical 
location of the job. Since the majority of candidates sourced for a 
particular situation will more than likely be happily and 
successfully employed, selling the opportunity is key.  
 
We believe strongly that the opportunity should be sold; not the 
candidate. Sell the opportunity and require the candidate to sell 
him or herself. Avoid the trap of selling candidates on making a 
move. If the search specification and the consultant involved have 
done a good job selling (not embellishing) the opportunity; the 
right candidates should draw their own conclusions without 
unnecessary pressure. It is this ―selling I am talking about which 
can indeed compromise the outcome of the search. Remember the 
objective should be to facilitate a match that works for you and 
candidate alike; not to force or cajole a square peg in to a round 
hole. 

 
EXAMPLE 
 
Below, is an example of a well written search specification for GSC, 
Executive Vice President, Business Integration (EVP-BI). 
 
The Company 
 
Global Services Corporation (GSC), based in St. Louis, MO, is an 
approximately $5 Billion diversified growth and return oriented 
holding company.  The Global Services Corporation family of 
companies shields and protects the world's infrastructure from 
degradation and corrosion with a variety of technologies.   Global 
Services Corporation's businesses comprise sewer, drinking water 
and energy and mining pipeline rehabilitation and corrosion 
protection for and strengthening of bridges, tunnels, buildings, 
waterfront, metal and concrete structures. 
 
GSC provides cost-effective solutions to remediate operational, 
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health, regulatory and environmental problems resulting from aging 
and defective pipelines and infrastructure.  The Company operates 
primarily in the following sectors: Energy & Mining, Aerospace, 
Infrastructure and Manufacturing.  
  
GSC's companies are global leaders in infrastructure protection 
and provide proprietary technologies and services for the corrosion 
protection of industrial pipelines and for rehabilitating and 
strengthening sewer, water, energy and mining piping systems, 
buildings, bridges and tunnels and waterfront structures. 
 
GSC is a strong, operationally focused organization committed to 
growth.  This growth will be achieved through a combination of 
organic growth in its existing businesses, as well as through an 
aggressive acquisition strategy of key organizations.  These 
organizations will both allow for the development of increased 
market share as well as add further capability and product/service 
mix based upon the core business segments GSC participates in.  
The Company expects to more than double its size over the next 5 
years.   
 
In addition to a strong operational foundation that effectively 
positions the Company for growth, GSC’s financial performance is 
very strong.  GSC has achieved a 15 percent compounded annual 
growth in revenues over the last five years. More importantly, the 
Company will achieve a greater than 40 percent compounded annual 
growth in operating income over the same period (non-GAAP, 
including earn-out adjustments and excluding one-time acquisition 
related and restructuring costs), from a base of $219 million in 2007.   
 
The Position 
 
With a high growth business, operations and manufacturing focus, 
GSC recognizes its need for someone to own the acquisition life 
cycle for pre-, immediate, and post- acquisition.  The EVP-BI 
position will serve as the key executive to a one-of-its-kind 
Integration Team comprised of business integration (operations), 
corporate development (M&A), finance, legal, human resources, 
and sales and marketing skills.  The purpose of the EVP-BI is to 
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collaborate with the sponsors among the company’s existing 
business unit leaders and colleagues in the integration department to 
assess the target's operations and business processes (during the 
diligence phase), better prepare for operating model development 
and integration planning, and to effectively lead the business during 
transition. The EVP-BI will utilize due diligence process 
information and best practice tools, with the Integration Team, to 
develop improved transition planning and change/integration 
requirements to implement the post-close operating model. The 
outcome is expected to minimize the operational distractions and 
improve integration outcomes. 
 
The EVP-BI is a travel intensive general management business 
executive role with focus on operations – including: due diligence 
on potential targets, working with and through existing general 
management with strategy and finesse, P&L management with 
discipline, public company results accountability and reporting, 
assessment of capabilities and talent, and responsibility as the parent 
company in-house general management expert consultant for prior, 
immediate and potential targets. The EVP-BI will be an essential 
business driver. 
 
The new EVP-BI, not required to be based at the St. Louis 
headquarters, will travel extensively to GSC businesses (primarily 
domestic but with   international potential) either individually or as 
part of the larger Integration Team to dissect exciting business 
problems and reassemble them successfully.  Responsibility will 
include profit and loss, executing sales and marketing strategy, 
overseeing engineering and installation (as applicable to the 
business), leading the operation’s organization, and identifying 
organic and inorganic opportunities to meet or exceed annual 
business plans.   Interaction with investment banking firms, external 
auditors and the Board is expected, among other key stakeholders. 
Mindful of a public company status, quarterly forecasts and results 
are integral to measuring the success of integration. 
 
Success will be further measured by implementation of the new VP-
BI’s recommendations and processes in addition to a potential 
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leadership appointment at the acquired business following 
integration.  

 
Specific Performance Expectations 

 
 Assess target's current state of operations and processes across 

areas of the operating model. 
 Identify and make decisions regarding the post-close operating 

model, and develop plan for how things will work. 
 Guide the sponsors and larger integration department in utilizing 

this information in transition planning and change/integration, in 
order to implement the post-close operating model. 

 Prepare and drive market facing and enabled work streams for 
an issue-free Day 1. 

 Maximize efficiency of operations (pre-existing, new, or 
pending GSC business line).   

 Oversee management of business operations to achieve: (a) high 
growth revenue and income objectives; (b) excellence in 
providing engineering solutions to customers and potential 
customers; (c) operational efficiency in service installation (if 
applicable); (d) operating and capital budgets to control costs 
and optimize return on assets.   

 Drive a cohesive, shared culture for the target and GSC with 
considerable sensitivity and finesse such that one is not deemed 
superior to the other. 

 During transition and ownership of the target operation: 
o Prepare business plans for review and approval that align 

with corporate strategic objectives; build management case 
pro forma and achieve post-acquisition financials. 

o Manage business operations, supply chain, and regional 
equipment to achieve revenue and income objectives. 

o Manage operating and capital budgets to control costs and 
optimize return on assets; manage operating cycle to 
generate cash from operations and minimize DSOs. 

o Structure and staff organization to meet commitments in 
business plan; lead organizational development to create and 
maintain a high-performance culture. 

o Create and implement a strategy to deliver high revenue 
growth and maintain high margins year over year.  
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o Review bids and proposals and approve contract prices.  
Partner with appropriate senior management to develop 
successful bid strategies; generate, implement and monitor 
consistent estimating processes; optimize pricing criteria; 
specify subcontractor strategy and respond to competitive 
analyses timely and effectively. 

o Demonstrate team leadership through effective interactions 
with customers and management staff, including engineers, 
regional managers, project managers, estimators, sales and 
marketing professionals, and all corporate departments.     

o Collaborate with management staff to foster a culture of 
engagement and commitment to the growth and margin 
targets.  

o Meet or exceed annual corporate safety incident rate goals.  
Maintain an unwavering safety culture in all operations. 

o Other. 
 Develop a succession plan for ensuring continuity of operations, 

anticipating execution of the corporate strategic growth plans. 
 Work with the Integration Department and corporate 

development to continue to enhance the integration playbook, 
and roll out of additional versions of playbooks and new tools; 
conduct post audits of operational processes captured during the 
diligence phase. 

 Travel 80%, dependent upon acquisition location. 
 
Reporting & Onboarding  

 
 The VP-BI will report to the Senior Vice President of Business 

Integration.  Notably, as a function of the leadership expected 
from the VP-BI role, this position will have unique access to the 
GSC Executive Leadership Team.  There are currently seven 
direct reports to the Chief Executive Officer. 

 As a part of the multi-functional integration team 
(complementary and subordinate roles not currently filled), the 
VP-BI will collaborate with and direct all functions of the team 
and acquisition operation, as necessary.    

 Training and on-boarding will be experiential in nature with an 
opportunity to work alongside existing GSC leaders, in various 
functional roles. Namely, time will be spent with leadership in 
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the business integration, energy and mining, global water & 
wastewater, and global manufacturing platforms along with 
visiting more recent acquisitions. 

 
Minimum Qualifications & Experience  

 
 10+ years general management  
 Desire to be a part of the FULL acquisition life cycle, with 

business leadership the ultimate goal 
 Ability to create excellence through project management 
 Ability to analyze a business and quickly identify the functions 
 Management of operations, supply chain, line  
 Management of progressive and disciplined P&L  
 Ability to drive outcomes, react to and examine the books  
 Managed multiple integration projects, both products and 

services  
 Brings experience with a service platform with technology 

component  
 Ability to leverage and work across business platforms 
 Familiarity with integration and transition; acquisition due 

diligence skill set - exposure to the M&A process (transaction 
experience on either side, consultant assisting on diligence, etc.) 

 Public company exposure (employment, consultant, other) 
 Knowledge of energy and mining space (preferred) 
 Familiarity with JD Edwards or other enterprise systems 
 Inherent safety focus 
 Ability to travel frequently 

 
Personal Attributes 
 Leader 
 Entrepreneurial 
 Risk tolerant 
 Driven for results 
 Self-starter, self-manager 
 Sense of urgency 
 Creative, hands-on manager; player coach mentality 
 Team player with spirit of collaboration outweighing individual 

recognition 
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 Effective people person and manager 
 Communication savvy at all levels of an organization, from 

boots and hard hats to Board of Directors; able to motivate and 
empower an organization 

 Able to work across different cultures, both international and 
domestic, including those of the organizational nature within 
acquisition target  

 Flexibility around unanticipated change in focus or direction 
 
Education 
 Bachelor’s degree in Engineering, Finance or Business 

Management  
 MBA (preferred) 

 
Company Culture, Growth & Leadership 
 
The Company is presently organized in business silos with a heavy 
operations focus.  GSC is working hard to shift emphasis as 
appropriate (for example, sales and marketing for collaboration with 
operations and integration). The culture is one of respect - in how 
they communicate with one another, the employee work ethic, and 
doing what is best for the Company and acquisition targets, over 
one’s self.  As acquisitive growth continues to be the goal for GSC, 
establishing a shared Company culture across all business lines is a 
challenge.   
 
GSC is comprised of bright, hard-working, individuals that value 
humility, honesty, and hard work foremost.  Performance demands 
are that of a public company with quarterly reporting.  The people 
perform for the shareholders, their colleagues, and themselves.  
There is a high level of ownership by the employees with a drive to 
produce.  With a broad horizontal span of responsibility for top level 
leaders of the Company, senior management is notably loyal to its 
best performers. 
 
Location 
 
Location is flexible with considerable time and access to the 
headquarters location in St. Louis expected. 
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Timing & Interviews 
 
This position will be filled as soon as possible.  Interviews with 
multiple company leaders should be expected at the GSC Company 
headquarters. 
 
Compensation 
 
This position will entertain a competitive range of compensation to 
include:  base salary, short term incentive bonus based on business 
unit performance and individual performance, equity, and benefits 
package.   As an executive contributor, incentives will be aligned 
with shareholder values.   
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EIGHT 
 
 

The Opportunity 
 
 
By comparison, yesterday‘s ―talent wars appear little more than a 
friendly playground scuffle. In other words, if you think finding 
and retaining talent has been difficult in the recent past … you 
ain‘t seen nothin’ yet! 
 
What can you do about it? Unless you want to be drowned by the 
metaphorical wall of water that is bearing down on us, doing 
nothing or living with processes that need fixing makes little sense. 
In that meaningful action is invariably the by-product of a well 
thought through question; considering the following is probably a 
good place to start. 

1. Can you put your hand on your heart and say that your 
organization‘s hiring process is absolutely best-in- 
class? Note: if the individual responsible for talent 
management is not a part of the top team, you have 
work to do. 

2. It is the quality of your organization‘s story that 
attracts talent; does your firm have a compelling story? 
If a candidate meets several people during the hiring 
process, do they all share the same story? No less 
important, is the story complemented by speed of action 
throughout the hiring process? 

3. Are all those involved in the hiring process fully trained 
in behavioral interviewing? If not, when will that 
training start? 

4. Is the business currently looking for talent in places you 
have not looked before? And if so, where? 
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5. Does your organization see leadership development as 
a business imperative? How could today‘s approach be 
taken to the next level? 

6. Is coaching a way of life in your organization? Are you 
personally a masterful coach? 

7. Does your firm provide an opportunity for employees at 
all levels to enter into an open and action-laden 
conversation about what they need from the 
organization? Note: this means going well beyond the 
typical engagement questionnaire. It is ironic that much 
of the work referred to as ―engagement‖ does not 
actually engage employees. 

8. Are you striving to make your own team‘s work 
experience more fulfilling? Simplifying processes, 
enriching and enlarging jobs, facilitating movement 
between roles, and increasing employment flexibility 
should take center stage. 

These questions will hopefully kick-start initial actions, but should 
not be considered anything like a complete list. We know that 
people are attracted to an organization by the vibrancy of its story, 
and that people leave when they feel they are not valued. Other 
aspects of the attraction/retention equation include a sense of 
personal growth, knowing what is going on, role fit, challenging 
work, the freedom to act, being part of a successful team, feeling 
that the pay is fair, the quality of leadership inside the business, 
regular feedback, the reputation of the product and/or service 
provided, and something that is often forgotten: people want to 
work for an organization that cares. When all is said and done, 
however, the single most powerful retention tool in any leader‘s 
behavioral arsenal is simply catching ‗em doing it right!  
 
As a final thought and daunting as the prospect might be, when we 
look back five years from now, from a talent management 
perspective, the evidence suggests we will describe today as ―the 
good old days. This is an excerpt from John O. Burdett‘s article 
entitled The Perfect Storm. 
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EXAMPLE 1 
 

This is a newly created position with VPS. Given the 
company‘s aggressive growth plan and management‘s desire 
to transition in to Generation Two Leadership, this is a 
tremendous opportunity for the right individual to build and 
lead an organization toward world-class status in a sector 
where no such player exists. This person will also be 
considered to replace the incumbent chief executive officer 
upon his retirement. The vice president client support will be 
very visible in the supermarket community and will have an 
opportunity to build life-long relationships among the 
industry‘s leadership. 
 
This is a superb opportunity for a consummate leader with a 
passion for success within the supermarket industry and at 
the retail unit level. For those who tend to reject big 
company constraints, politics and limitations in favor of a 
smaller, faster more nimble organization dedicated to 
integrity, professionalism, respect, exceeding client 
expectations, win-win relationships, and doing the next right 
thing. It will also be attractive to those who enjoy working 
a good part of their time with their clients in the day-to-day 
retail environment. 
 

EXAMPLE 2 
 
The next CEO of Woodland Blinds will be a transformational 
leader responsible for moving the company to the next phase 
in its evolution. The CEO‘s primary mission will include 
developing strategic sales & marketing plans and 
establishing the sales organization to implement it. This is 
an ideal position for a consummate leader and general 
manager with a penchant for sales and marketing. 
 
This is a hands-on function, requiring the energy and 
enthusiasm to deal with the mundane and the intellect and 
imagination to work in the abstract…..an opportunity to 
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have ongoing meaningful impact on the direction and 
results of the company. 
 
The successful candidate will be entrepreneurial by nature, 
with a participative management and leadership style and 
will take an aggressive approach to the growth and 
development of the company. The next CEO will be capable 
of developing strategies to successfully launch new 
products, identify and develop new sales channels while 
expanding the existing channels, and broaden the customer 
base. Good general business judgment, not just financial 
acumen will be essential for success. 
 
Our client is most interested in candidates who bring a firm 
grasp of general business principles, strategy, and 
complete knowledge of manufacturing practices where 
labor intensity is the norm. The CEO must possess the ability 
to command respect through presence, business knowledge, 
and a practical understanding of the business. 
 

Remember that I am recommending that you do everything in your 
power to sell your opportunity and not the candidate. Most job or 
opportunity descriptions fail to answer the ―so what? question; 
which is why I should consider leaving my cushy position at your 
biggest competitor to come join you. At the end of the day, you are 
looking for a leader who fits. You are looking for a leader who 
wants to be a part of what you are doing. You are looking for a 
leader ready, willing, and able to take you where you want to go. 
You are looking for a leader who shares your values, your 
attitudes, and has career aspirations in alignment with your plan. 
You are trying to fill your slot with the very best A Player available 
and potentially interested in your opportunity, for all of the right 
reasons. 
 
Without a compelling opportunity statement, you are depending on 
compensation to lure your next CEO. If compensation is your only 
vehicle for recruiting at this level, you will almost certainly attract 
the very best of the displaced, underperforming, and disgruntled. 
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NINE 
 
 

Your Employment Brand 
 
 
Whether you know it or not, your organization already has 
an employment brand. If you have already developed your 
formal employment brand, you are ahead of most. If you have 
not, now is the time to start. Here are a few examples taken from 
the ―2009 list of Best Companies to Work For‖ to get you 
thinking: 

 
1. NetApp 

 

At NetApp we pride ourselves on our innovation and 
creating an environment where people can make a 
difference. We embrace creativity, risk taking and 
continuous improvement. Our company culture is defined 
by our core values - trust and integrity, leadership, 
simplicity, teamwork and synergy, going beyond, to get 
things done - these aspirations are at the heart of NetApp. 
A key differentiator for NetApp is that our employees live 
these values every day. These values are the strength and 
foundation of our culture. 

 
2. Edward Jones 

 

At Edward Jones, we're guided by a set of long-standing 
principles. We serve individual investors, like you. We opt 
for proven, long-term investing strategies instead of the 
latest investment fads. And, while we share information on 
our Web site, we believe it's more important to provide 
personalized attention and build relationships face to face 
in our local, community-based offices. Our firm was built 
on a foundation of principles that help guide us every day. 
Take a look at how these principles guide our investment 
decisions and client relationships. Our financial advisors 
make every effort to build one-on-one relationships with 
clients, offering personalized attention and financial 
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guidance 
 
3. Boston Consulting Group 

 

We partner with our clients to deliver customized solutions 
that resolve their most significant issues and create lasting 
competitive advantage. Utilizing decades of industry 
experience and functional expertise, BCG looks beyond 
standard solutions to develop new insights, mobilize 
organizations, drive tangible results, and make companies 
more capable. We seek to be agents of change—for our 
clients, our people, and society broadly. 

 
4. Google 

 

At Google, we understand that our worldwide success 
results from our globally diverse workforce. In every 
Google office, you will find challenging projects and smart 
people with potential to change the world. Googler‘s relish 
the freedom to create the next generation of web 
technologies in an environment designed to foster 
collaboration, creativity, health, and happiness. Google is 
not a conventional company and we do not intend to 
become one. True, we share attributes with the world‘s 
most successful organizations – a focus on innovation and 
smart business practices comes to mind – but even as we 
continue to grow, we‘re committed to retaining a small- 
company feel. At Google, we know that every employee has 
something important to say, and that every employee is 
integral to our success. We provide individually-tailored 
compensation packages that can be comprised of 
competitive salary, bonus, and equity components, along 
with the opportunity to earn further financial bonuses and 
rewards. 
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5. Wegman’s Food Market 
 

At Wegman‘s, we believe that good people, working toward 
a common goal, can accomplish anything they set out to do. 
We care about the well-being and success of every person. 
High standards are a way of life. We pursue excellence in 
everything we do. We make a difference in every community 
we serve. We respect and listen to our people. We empower 
our people to make decisions that improve their work and 
benefit our customers and our company. 

 
6. Cisco Systems 

 

At Cisco customers come first and an integral part of our 
DNA is creating long-lasting customer partnerships and 
working with them to identify their needs and provide 
solutions that support their success. The concept of 
solutions being driven to address specific customer 
challenges has been with Cisco since its inception. 

 
7. Genentech 

 

Our employees cite the chance to make a difference in the 
lives of patients as the number one reason they enjoy 
working at Genentech. In hiring new employees, we look 
for people who are inspired by this mission and who would 
fit in well with the collaborative, rigorous and 
entrepreneurial spirit of the company culture. Because we 
know that employees are critical to our success in bringing 
novel medicines to patients, we are dedicated to remaining 
a great place to work and to providing employees with 
programs, services and benefits that allow them to bring 
the best to the business and to their personal lives. 

 
8. Methodist Hospital System 

 

The Methodist Hospital is a place where your compassion 
gives comfort, your talent drives innovation, and your care 
makes a difference. Our mission is to provide high quality, 
cost-effective health care that delivers the best value to the 
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people we serve in a spiritual environment of caring in 
association with internationally recognized teaching and 
research. 

 
9. Goldman Sachs 

 

Our primary responsibility is clear – to succeed on our 
clients‘ behalf. We constantly strive to anticipate our 
clients‘ rapidly changing needs and to develop new 
services to meet them. We stress creativity and imagination 
in everything we do, and always look for a better solution 
to a client‘s problem. People create success, which is why 
we go to great lengths to attract, inspire and reward 
creativity and talent. As a global business, our people come 
from all over the world and represent  different nationalities, 
educational backgrounds and  life experiences. We welcome 
their unique perspectives, their energy and ideas and their 
willingness to learn as well as to teach. A commitment to 
integrity, team work and the pursuit of excellence is at the 
core of everything we do. As with so many who have come 
before us, we believe you will find at Goldman Sachs some 
of the richest opportunities and most interesting challenges 
of your life. 

 
10. Nugget Market 

 

At Nugget, nothing is as important to us as quality, (except 
maybe exceptional guest service, low prices, and huge 
selection). OK, so a lot of things are important to us here. 
It does not matter if it‘s our produce, our meats, our deli 
foods or our grocery products. If it‘s not the highest 
quality, it does not belong in our stores. That‘s one reason 
for our almost unreasonably lenient return policy. If you‘re 
not happy with a product you purchase in our stores, simply 
bring it back, and we will replace it or give you a full 
refund, no questions asked. We hope our guests never have 
to use this policy, but we‘re happy to provide it. 
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Today‘s candidates rank brand as the second most influential factor 
when deciding whether to accept an offer. 

 
Just five years ago, less than one in ten Fortune 200 companies had 
a dedicated role to manage the employment brand, yet today more 
than 25 percent of Fortune 200 companies have dedicated 
headcount and budget to the practice. 

 
Employment branding is the practice of managing your firm‘s 
image or reputation as an excellent place to work. Because so 
many factors influence how an organization is perceived, 
employment branding is loosely defined, yet must be addressed in 
today‘s world. 

 
If you have not sufficiently answered the question: What is it about 
my company that will cause A-Players to jump ship and come to 
work for me? You have work to do. 
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TEN 
 

 

Your Company’s Story 
 
 
When competition for top talent is intense, and when there seems 
to be a glut of available talent, your company‘s story is important. 
People stay with organizations they want to be a part of. 

 
Talk about your company‘s mission, vision, strategy and most 
current initiatives; and do not just cut and paste the stuff off of 
your website. Most of the time, those words are not current and do 
not stir anyone‘s soul. 

 
I conducted about three dozen searches for the supercenter division 
of Kmart between 1994 and 1996. This was a very tumultuous time 
for Kmart. Stock value was at an all time low, Joe Antonini was 
being forced out as chief executive and the mere mention of the 
word Kmart would usually get a recruiter a dial tone in response. 

 
We were very successful recruiting an extremely talented and 
motivated team because we were able to carefully articulate Ron 
Floto, the new division president‘s strategy, growth and tactical 
plans. The vision of the new leadership team was what motivated 
some of the top retailing professionals in the food industry at that 
time to leave their current employers to join a team with a bold 
vision. They bought the story. 

 
I should also add that Ron Floto‘s strategy turned out to be very 
effective, producing a $150 million bottom line turnaround. 
Unfortunately, the corporation ultimately lost focus on the 
supercenter concept and folded it back in to the general population. 

 
When developing your story for purposes of recruiting, tell the 
whole story and not just the good parts. If your strategy is working, 
say so. If your results are not what you had planned, say so. It is 
only through articulating exactly where you are, and where you 
want to go that you will be able to identify and attract the ideal 
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candidate(s). 
 
Here are a couple of examples: 

 
EXAMPLE 1 

 

Founded in 1936, Smith‘s is the nation‘s seventeenth 
largest food retailer, operating approximately 175 stores 
with revenues of approximately $4.7 billion. The company 
currently operates two different store formats, 145 are 
combo stores while 45 are classified superstores. 

 
With revenues approaching $40 million per store, Smith‘s 
is one of the largest volume operators in the industry. The 
company is headquartered in Your City, California. Smith‘s 
primary competitors are A&P, Safeway, Shopper‘s Food, 
and Kroger. The company has, for some time, operated an 
in-house ad agency. 

 
Smith‘s is currently slightly ahead of plan on our very 
aggressive strategy set in place at the end of 2006. We are 
outperforming the competition by a wide margin. 

 
Unknown to most, Smith‘s is in the process of developing 
some of the most innovative concepts in the industry. We 
are developing a totally new shopping format focused on 
the ever more prevalent dual income family. Included in 
our new format stores will be large prepared food centers, 
meals to go centers, ingredients ready to cook centers, 
phone in order processing, and more. Smith‘s is also 
focused on a top secret market niche currently unoccupied 
by any food retailer in the western United States. We are 
projecting retrofit sales performance of +25 percent - 25 
percent combined with 3-5 percentage point gross margin 
improvement. 
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Backed by $2.5 million of solid consumer research our 
mission with these new concept stores is to become THE 
destination store for the consumer seeking the most 
attractive total value proposition. Our growth plans for the 
near future include 25 new stores and 50 remodels per year for 
the next four years until the entire store base is either new 
or remodeled. 

 
EXAMPLE 2 

 

For more than thirty years, VPS has helped independent 
grocers succeed by transforming historic accounting activities 
into timely, accurate decision support tools. Headquartered 
in Baltimore, Maryland, with offices in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania and Nashville, Tennessee, VPS currently serves 
approximately 270 operators representing approximately 
1,800 supermarkets throughout the U.S. Since its inception, 
VPS' core services have been built around providing 
independent retail grocers with the financial information 
needed to make informed operational decisions on a daily 
basis.  
 
VPS now provides accounting and payroll outsourcing, 
financial software applications and services, treasury 
management, payroll/human resources, shrink control & 
labor scheduling applications. VPS' team of professionals has 
over three decades of retail grocery experience and they are 
developing solutions that are designed specifically for the 
retail grocery industry. VPS is considered to be the industry 
expert in benchmarking, best practices, and mission-critical 
support. VPS is the preferred provider of these services as 
endorsed by the National Grocer‘s Association. 

 
VPS is rapidly becoming recognized as the go-to firm for 
best practices, benchmarking, and decision support in the 
independent supermarket community. The firm‘s vice 
president client experience management is becoming an icon 
in the industry as he delivers talks and white papers relevant 
to today‘s independent supermarket operator.  
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VPS is proactive and visible in its efforts to educate the 
supermarket sector. Typically VPS has new clients approach 
them after having learned of VPS‘ prowess and having 
experienced some significant change event. VPS‘ revenues 
have doubled over the last four years and the company is 
experiencing a groundswell of newly interested potential 
clients. VPS has built the systems and processes that work 
and is now endeavoring to build out the human capital 
infrastructure to support them. 

 
VPS is a dynamically growing ESOP company. 95 percent 
of VPS‘ revenues are recurring income from existing 
clients. VPS employs approximately fifty professionals and 
is in a progressive growth mode. Revenues have doubled 
over the last four years. VPS‘ overall strategy is to 
continue to add maximum value to its retail customers while 
continuing to build the company‘s ESOP value. 

 
VPS is described as a ―nice place to work.‖ Employees at 
all levels are free and encouraged to voice their opinions 
and offer suggestions. Empowerment is a catch phrase in 
some organizations, but not here. Operating as a true ESOP 
company, VPS authority and autonomy to spend up to 
$5,000 in order to exceed customer expectations extends to 
the lowest level employee. The ―command and control‖ 
mentality simply does not exist at VPS. 

 
The primary strategy at VPS is working very well. The 
company‘s opportunities lie in capitalizing on synergies and 
best practices in a much more meaningful way. 

 
These examples are more compelling than the vast majority I see 
in search specifications floating around. While your company may 
not be undergoing these kinds of monumental changes, you should 
be able to articulate elements and attributes of your company that 
make it attractive. 
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ELEVEN 
 

 

Focus on Values 
 
 
Focus on values. Now this is not something you can do overnight 
or by some marketing slogan or with smoke and mirrors. Be very 
aware however that clearly stated values are a very big deal. 

 
Executive hires go awry when the values of the organization and 
those of the candidate are not in alignment. This is not about good 
and bad, right or wrong. As we say, it is about fit. Example: Virtually 
100 percent of organizations say they have a focus on customers, 
yet very few really do. 

 
An organization with whom I am intimately familiar, Pappas 
Brothers Restaurants, for many years gave incredible customer 
service by, among other things, giving all of their front line 
employees the authority and autonomy to ―comp‖ an entire meal if 
the service was not up to the customer‘s expectations. This kind of 
extreme customer service demonstrated Pappas Brothers values as 
it relates to customer service. Chances are excellent that a manager 
who fits well in this environment would feel out of alignment in an 
organization where customer service is given lip service and all 
customer interactions are driven by company policy. 

 
Once again, this is not about right or wrong, good or bad; some 
organizations value innovation, some do not. Some companies 
value creativity and risk taking while others expect their leaders to 
be good soldiers, executors of a strategy driven from the top. Be 
very clear about who you are and what kind of individual you seek.  
 

Findings from the 2009 BlueSteps Executive Mobility 
Survey show that, despite the current economic climate, 75 
percent of currently employed executives are likely or very 
likely to consider a new job opportunity. As the global 
economy works toward recovery, executive level candidates 
are open to change and likely to consider new career 
development opportunities. 
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57 percent of executives surveyed expect to work for 4-7 
organizations by the end of their career, and 48 percent say 
that 2 years is the shortest tenure an executive can have at 
an organization without compromising the value of one‘s 
resume. These results are comparable to data from the 2007 
report. 

 
When deciding to leave their current employer, ―Poor 
company values‖ was cited as the most important factor in 
an executive‘s decision to leave his or her current 
employer, with 74 percent of respondents rating this as 
extremely important, up from 64 percent in 2007. ―Poor 
company values‖ replaced ―lack of career development‖ 
as executives‘ most pressing concern when deciding to leave 
a company; 63 percent of executives voted ―lack of career 
development‖ as extremely important in 2009, down from 74 
percent in 2007. 
 

Remember that this is not about right or wrong. Some companies 
are focused on products with little focus on customers. Some 
companies are passionate about their intense work ethic and the 
fact their executives work six day work weeks. Values for 
purposes of alignment are neither bad nor good. They are what 
they are. Unless you are able to articulate your real values, you are 
likely to wind up with a CEO or senior executive who does not 
want to sail on your boat. 
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TWELVE 
 
 

Focus on Culture 
 
 
Focus on culture is critical for proper alignment of executive and 
organization. Culture is a tricky thing because the culture of an 
organization is rarely perceived the same at the rank and file level 
as it is in the executive suite. 

 
What would your front line employees say about what is valued 
most at your company? Is it service, innovation, product design, 
execution, operations or price? 

 
What drives your business? Do consumers, businesses, government 
entities, subsidies or contributors drive your company? It is amazing 
to me how many CEOs do not really understand what drives their 
companies. 

 
What internal forces drive your company? Often overlooked, no 
company is ever perfectly balanced in terms of the influence and 
power wielded by the departments. Some companies are 
predominately driven by operations, some by marketing, some by 
finance, some by product development and the list goes on. It is 
not uncommon to see dissatisfaction on the part of a newly placed 
executive when he or she discovers that the department, division or 
business unit does not enjoy the same organizational clout 
expected. 

 
What behavior(s) would your middle managers say is rewarded at 
you company? Now this is huge because the behavior that is revered 
in one company will get you fired in another. In some 
organizations, extremely competitive, bordering on predatory 
behavior is rewarded and encouraged. This kind of behavior may 
or may not be acceptable in your organization. While we never 
find these kinds of subtleties discussed on company websites, 
brochures, annual reports or in employee manuals, they are  
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absolutely a reality and you need to come to grips with this issue in 
your organization. This is not about right or wrong, rather 
understanding reality and recognizing that a very fine executive 
who has flourished as a chief operating officer in one company 
may fail in another seemingly identical company, while holding a 
seemingly identical position. 

 
What would your average two year employee say makes your 
company a good company to work for? These questions can lead to 
meaningful dialogue around culture and what types of individuals 
tend to do well in a particular environment. It will also be critically 
important that culture at executive level be addressed. 

 
Develop a clear description of how the organization works, what 
kinds of behavior, contribution and interaction are valued, and how 
the organization tends to judge new hires. Is the organization 
accepting of newcomers? Are you receptive to new ideas, or are 
you steeped in the past? 

 
There is no such thing as knowing too much about the culture of 
the organization in which you are about to place a new executive. 
Do not make the mistake we have seen many times: placing a well 
qualified executive who looks absolutely perfect on paper into an 
organization with cultural norms and values incompatible with 
those of the candidate. Remember a mature leopard is incapable of 
changing his spots! Also, do not assume that just because the 
placement occurs as a result of an internal promotion that the culture 
nuances are any less important. Each level within an organization 
has its own sub culture complete with its own set of land mines 
that have to be navigated. 

 
Most organizations have what I call an execution style. Some have 
referred to it as the speed of the company. Some companies are 
very fast and some are painstakingly slow. Much of this is driven 
by the nature of the board of directors and the ownership structure. 
Some new CEOs are frustrated at the speed (or lack thereof) at 
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which the board will allow them to make significant changes in the 
organization. 

 
Do not forget about work ethic. Once again, no right or wrong 
here, let‘s just flush out the real picture. It would be an enormous 
mistake to bring a new executive, including a CEO, where work 
ethic compatibility was not explored. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 

In 2008, I met a very talented female executive who had 
moved her family to the U.S. from The Netherlands to 
assume the role of CFO in a $90 million power generation 
company. She lasted less than six months. This was a classic 
mismatch. Upon close examination, there was absolutely 
nothing wrong with the company, job, or candidate, just 
a huge mismatch. The CEO in this organization was a hard 
charging start-up CEO who worked eighty hours per week 
and required the same of his lieutenants. For many this 
would not have been a problem because there was a big pot 
of gold at the end of this start- up rainbow. After the fact, 
when the placement had fallen apart, the search consultant 
in charge of the search admitted that she knew there was a 
potential problem with her candidate. The candidate had 
made it clear that she placed work-life balance near the 
top of her list. The consultant was under such enormous 
pressure to complete the search that she chose to ignore a 
reality that had predestined the placement for failure. 

 

 

EXAMPLE (Survey) 
 

The following survey questions explore culture in your 
organization. In particular, the questionnaire explores two 
critical questions: How strong is your culture? To what 
extent does your culture support organizational agility? The 
underlying assumption - supported by research - is that in a 
fluid and rapidly-changing business environment both 
clarity and flexibility are demanded. Go through each of the 
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questions and answer not with the way you want your 
organization to be, but as it is now. Ask respondents to 
answer on a scale of 1 – 10, with 10 meaning ―Absolutely 
Yes‖. 

 
Answer every question. Your response will, ideally, 
embrace the whole organization. If you are new to the 
organization, or part of a very large enterprise where you 
only get to see part of what happens, base your answers on 
the part of the organization you know well. 

 
a) The organization's mission/purpose is absolutely clear 

 

b) The organization‘s mission/purpose makes me feel that 
my job is important, and I'm proud to be part of this 
organization 

 

c) We move faster than the competition when launching 
new products and service 

 

d) As an organization we are quick to identify even 
subdue changes in the way the market place is 
unfolding 

 

e) As a business we have an outstanding track record of 
anticipating and successfully responding to initiatives 
generated by the competition 

 

f) Speed and simplicity are alive and well in everything 
we do 

 

g) As a business I know we are measuring the right things 
 

h) We excel at measuring effectiveness through the eyes 
of the customer, across the organization 

 

i) I fully understand my role, what is expected of me 
today, and how and where I need to grow to succeed 
tomorrow 
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j) Honest and regular feedback is a way of life. That 
feedback draws on the specific competencies 
(behaviors) that describe success in my role 

 

k) We are passionate in the way we live our organization‘s 
values. Our values shape our priorities and dominate 
decisions at every level of the organization 

 

l) People around here feel that their concerns are both 
listened to and, whenever possible, addressed 

 

m) Those who deliver results, but do not consistently live 
our values are confronted and, if necessary, separated 
from the organization regardless of level 

 

n) People around here understand with great clarity the 
priorities that underscore their role 

 

o) People around here who do not meet the agreed 
goals/results are held accountable regardless of level 

 

p) The top team excels in building commitment to the 
vision 

 

q) As a business we consistently learn from our mistakes 
 

r) My team leader is both committed to, and skilled in, the 
way he/she supports my personal growth and 
development 

 

s) The standards against which quality is judged (service, 
products, and processes) are absolutely clear across the 
business 

 

t) Exploring new processes and innovative tools to better 
understand the customer's emerging needs is an 
ingrained discipline in this organization 

 

u) Consistently challenging the established way of doing 
things is central to our culture 

 

v) In the past three Mondays, I have had at least one 
meaningful discussion about my career 
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w) Positive reinforcement for good work is an ingrained 
habit around here 

 

x) It would be fair to say that people around here have 
considerable freedom to act 

 

y) Courageous  conversation  (candor)  is  a  way  of  life. 
When we get together we regularly discuss "the un- 
discussable" 

 

z) The organization's structure is designed to meet the need 
to "act fast." As a result stripping away unnecessary 
rules and bureaucracy is an ongoing process 

 

aa) Pushing the boundaries, taking risks, letting go of the 
past and being willing to explore uncharted territory is a 
natural part of the way the organization functions 

 

bb) We hear about it before it's in the press 
 

cc) Celebrating success is woven into the fabric of the 
business 

 

dd) You cannot get ahead around here unless you live and 
breathe "collaboration" 

 

ee) Everyone at the top gives a clear and consistent 
message about where we are heading and why 

 

ff) When a leader joins the organization, the tools and 
processes are in place to ensure he/she hits the ground 
running 

 

gg) Employees at every level "live" our brand (i.e., the 
promise implicit in the way we present our 
products/service to the marketplace) 

 

hh) We constantly seek better ways to bring the customers 
voice to internal meetings and critical decisions 

 

ii) Employees at every level buy in to, and are committed 
to, the organization‘s journey 
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jj)  Employees at every level understand why, where, and 
the speed at which we have to bring about change 

 

 
A word of caution: I think surveys are a wonderful tool as a part of 
a comprehensive culture management strategy. Do not even 
consider conducting a survey of any of your organization unless 
you are fully committed to a series of appropriate responses to the 
survey results. Conducting a survey will stir the pot. Do not stir it 
unless you are willing to adjust the ingredients. 
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THIRTEEN 
 
 

Specific Responsibilities 
 
 
Carefully determine specific responsibilities and management 
skills necessary for success in the position. Remember 
management and leadership are two very different disciplines. It is 
possible to be a great manager and a lousy leader. Management 
has to do with coping with complexity and order. Leadership has 
more to do with coping with ambiguity and change. Identify 
specific management skills necessary for the candidate to succeed 
not only today, but in the foreseeable future. Remember that no 
candidate is perfect and no one possesses every conceivable 
management skill. 

 
Management skills basically have to do with planning, organizing, 
directing and controlling. Other things you should consider are 
problem identification and solving skills, process orientation, 
execution, follow through and resource allocation. 

 
I have seen more than a few mismatches occur because the CEO or 
senior executive in question, while having excellent overall 
leadership attributes, did not have the ability to operate in a specific 
environment. 

 
Example: An extremely effective supermarket CEO, who had 
exceeded shareholder expectations in a privately held debt free 
company, was subsequently fired in a seemingly very similar 
supermarket company where he had great difficulty operating in a 
leveraged environment where resources were very scarce. 

 
Some organizations are simple, dealing with a homogenous 
product  or  suite of  services.  Some are extremely complex  and 
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require a completely different set of organizational skills. Does 
your new CEO or senior executive really need to have specific 
industry or product knowledge? Or is best practices a bigger 
concern? Just be careful that you fully understand what really drives 
your business. If excellent personal customer service is what really 
built your company, it would probably be a big mistake to bring 
in a new CEO with a GE model mindset. 

 
EXAMPLE (CEO) 

 
• Providing the leadership that sustains improvement in 

operations and service 
 

• Formulating the organization‘s goals, priorities, and 
policies in conjunction with the Board of 
Commissioners; 

 

• Planning and executing policies, programs, and 
projects; 

 

• Making all leadership decisions that direct the daily 
operation; 

 

• Regularly informing, recommending to, and 
communicating with the Board of Commissioners 
concerning operations, fiscal status, projects and 
opportunities; 

 

• Ensuring the financial integrity and controlling the 
financial assets; 

 

• Communicating effectively with local, state and federal 
officials; the news media, public and social service 
agencies; business organizations and representatives; 
neighborhood and community groups; resident 
councils; and employees and contractors; 

 

• Negotiating effectively with business and government 
entities; 
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• Compose or review, and then approve the reports and 
documents required by federal, state and local 
jurisdictions; 

 

• Advise the Residents Councils by attending regularly 
scheduled meetings to brief the representative officers 
on new or proposed changes in policies and procedures, 
maintenance problems and other areas that may affect 
residents; and 

 

• Attend professional conferences, training sessions and 
seminars to explore new concepts, trends and activities 
in the field of housing management. 

 

EXAMPLE (SVP) 
 

• Responsible for total store operations, as well as 
merchandising, loss prevention, marketing, advertising, 
industrial engineering, customer service, store design 
and store maintenance. 

 

• Interact with chief executive and chief financial officers 
as a part of a three person internal board of directors to 
establish corporate strategic and tactical plans 

 

• Responsible for maintaining world class merchandising 
and marketing programs. This does not necessarily 
mean leading the industry – just selecting the best of 
what has been tried and proven. 

 

• Responsible for improving store level employee morale 
and retention. 

 

• Responsible for maintaining excellent store conditions 
and service levels while minimizing expenses 

 

• Responsible for Top-grading in all departments, at all 
levels 

 

• Supervise vice presidents of marketing, merchandising, 
operations, loss prevention, store operations support, 
customer service and maintenance. 
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FOURTEEN 
 
 

Leadership Attributes 
 
 
Identify the key leadership capabilities necessary. Remember that 
leadership is about moving the troops toward a desired outcome. 
Leadership is about facilitating desired change. Our experience has 
shown us time and again that for the most part, organizations are 
over-managed and under-led. Extreme care should be employed 
here to establish just what kinds of leadership skills and attributes 
are necessary and desirable in a particular role.  
 
Do not forget to think about how the candidate’s leadership 
requirements might change down the road. Consider closely the 
environment in which the candidate will be expected to operate. 
Ideally, he or she should have proven ability to lead in similar 
situations, with similar autonomy, resources, support and 
competitive landscape, just to name a few. Also consider that 
different leaders thrive in different situations, including turn-
around scenarios, rapid growth periods and maintenance mode. 

 
The finest leaders treat everybody incredibly well and lead with a 
bit of humility. I have found that when I go into a company to lead, 
it is important to have a plan and to make that plan a simple one 
that everybody can understand. I am constantly asking the 
question, ―What are the two or three levers that, if done right, if 
pulled correctly, will really turn this business? What are the two or 
three things that really matter? And I find that most leaders do not 
really do that often. They just dive into all this detail and start 
doing stuff. 
 
Is leading with humility important in your organization? I cannot 
imagine why it would not be but this is a question that needs to be 
asked and answered. 

 
I am going to repeat what I stated earlier. High performance leaders 
lead consistently in a manner that inspires others to trust and 
follow them. They know how to connect with the workforce in such 
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a manner that everyone in the organization understands the 
mission at hand. They are involved in all of the critical areas of the 
business: strategy, people systems and operations. They are not 
micromanagers by any means, but they are fully aware of what is 
going on in their business. They understand what drives the 
business.  
 
High performance leaders encourage their leadership teams to 
stretch and achieve while holding everyone accountable for their 
performance, behavior and promises. High performance leaders, 
unlike managers help their organization cope with ambiguity by 
crystallizing the end objective, painting the vision, assigning 
priorities, separating the wheat from the chaff, and providing a 
laser like focus.  
 
High performance leaders do not know it all. They know what they 
do not know. They understand their own strengths, weaknesses 
and propensities; and they delegate and compensate accordingly. 
High performance leaders share information, resources and credit 
effectively. They understand that there is no limit to what can be 
accomplished if they do not care who gets the credit.  
 
High performance leaders are real people. They are not afraid to 
show vulnerability, admit mistakes and ask for help. They are 
constantly communicating their company‘s vision, purpose and 
values. These high performance leaders are constantly mindful of 
customers, end users and their rank-in-file employees.  
 
High performance leaders are decisive yet not reckless. They 
understand that a good plan well executed beats an ironclad plan 
with mediocre execution every time. These people understand that 
all employees deep down want to do a good job and want to feel 
like they are making a contribution. They understand that we are 
all looking for leadership.  
 
High performance leaders are confident yet not arrogant. They are 
in constant contact with their organization to the extent they can feel 
the pulse; their constituents feel a connection with them. High 
performance leaders have a sense of humor and the ability to 
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make the job fun. They understand the power of a workforce that 
is happy to see them, not afraid of them. These individuals are 
high integrity players. They mean and do what they say; they have 
no hidden agendas. Most high performance leaders are story tellers. 
They teach by telling stories and using anecdotes and metaphors to 
illustrate their points and put things in perspective. These people 
instill passion in others and energize their workforces. They treat 
everyone with dignity and respect and they do not tolerate abuse of 
others. 
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FIFTEEN 
 
 

Specific Performance Expectations 
 
 
One of the most important components of the needs analysis and 
certainly one of the most difficult; is establishing specific 
performance expectations for the incoming executive. This exercise 
is tricky because most of us are not accustomed to thinking through 
this process to this degree. What is helpful here is to ―fast forward 
the tape three months, six months, one year and two years past the 
date of the placement. How will you know that the new executive 
has been successful? How will the numbers look different? Will the 
organization look different? Will the capital structure be different?  
 
Performance metrics should be specific, measurable and have a 
time table. They may or may not be tied directly to financial 
statements. This component is incredibly valuable on many levels. 
It gives the search a much sharper focus and moves far beyond the 
traditional job description that only focuses on background, 
experience and credentials. Make sure that when performance 
expectations are established, they are mindful of the company‘s 
financial condition, resource allocation model, competitive 
environment, labor relations situation and any other variable that 
could be a factor in impeding success in the position.  
 
The needs analysis should clearly address the client‘s corporate or 
high level strategic issues. We are careful not to assume that the 
latest annual report, or the plaque hanging in the office, paints an 
accurate picture. The consultant must be clear about what drives 
the client‘s business, what differentiates the client from its 
competitors, where the client wants to take the business, as well as 
what strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats exist. 
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EXAMPLE (CEO) 

• Conceptualize new go-to-market strategy for board 
review by first quarter 2011 

• Reverse sales trends by 5 percentage points years 1 
through 3 with +5 percent of baseline as objective for 
FY 2013 

• Improve EBITDA by 500 basis points years 1 through 3 

• Conceptualize market diversification strategy for board 
approval by second quarter 2011 

• Design a new prototype format for rollout by the end of 
the fourth quarter 

• Grow same store sales by 5 percent (running rate) by 
the end of the fourth quarter 

• Reduce store level turnover by 2 percent per quarter by 
the end of the second quarter 

EXAMPLE 2 (SVP) 

• Develop an objective scoring system to quantify store 
standards by the end of first quarter with the objective 
of raising the overall company standard by 20 points by 
year‘s end 

• Develop and implement an inventory loss program by 
the end of the first quarter with the objective of 
reducing non-perishable shrink from its current level of 
1.8 percent to 1.0 percent by year‘s end 

• Develop and implement a plan by the end of the first 
quarter to raise trade discounts and allowances from the 
current 3.5 percent of sales to 4.25 percent of sales by 
the fourth quarter 
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• Reduce  cash  and  check  loss  from  $1,785  PSPM  to 
$1,000 PSPM (running rate) by the fourth quarter 

 

• Engineer a total shopping experience blueprint, 
choreographing each stage of the customer‘s experience 
– have ready to present to board of directors by the end 
of the third quarter 

 

• Design a new prototype store capable of housing our 
current 45,000 SKU‘s with the objective of reducing 
building and operating costs by 10 percent without 
sacrificing ambiance by the end of the fourth quarter 

 

• Assemble and manage a task force to survey and tour 
top retailers world-wide in an exercise of determining 
the best mix of store merchandising fixtures for the new 
prototype store 

 

• Grow same store sales by 5 percent (running rate) by 
the end of the fourth quarter 

 

• Develop and implement a program to reduce store level 
turnover by 2 percent per quarter by the end of the 
second quarter 

 

• Design and implement a customer 
satisfaction/complaint tracking system with the 
objective  of  reducing  customer  complaints  by  25 
percent by the end of the fourth quarter 
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SIXTEEN 
 
 

Cast a Wide Net 
 
 
The second piece of our search roadmap, following the needs 
analysis, is the target list, which essentially tells us where we are 
going to look in order to assemble a pool of potential candidates. 

 
Every search is different and requires a new strategy; therefore, it 
is important that we communicate with the client with respect to 
exactly where we are searching in an effort to locate the best 
possible candidates for a particular opportunity. In our case we are 
also obligated to advise our clients of existing client relationships 
that might preclude Allen Austin from recruiting for particular 
companies. 

 
Sometimes the ideal candidates will come from within the client‘s 
industry and from their direct competitors; and sometimes they 
will come from other industries in which best practices in a 
particular discipline are better. For example, if a supermarket retail 
company is looking for a vice president of real estate, the person 
with the best skill set for that job may not exist within that industry. 

 
Indeed, in many cases candidates from outside a particular industry 
can be as, or more effective, than players within the industry. 
These determinations are always made as a result of collaboration. 
While we make recommendations, and many times all or most of 
our recommendations are accepted, we require buy-in on all phases 
of each search. 

 
Assuming that the client‘s needs analysis and target list is complete 
and  that  all  involved  have  signed  off  on  all  documents,  Allen 
Austin‘s next objective is to cast the widest possible net to sell the 
opportunity, not the candidate; and to build a pool of as many 
potential candidates as we possibly can. 

 
 
Building a large pool of candidates is important to Allen Austin 
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because we do not want to limit our choices to just three to five 
great candidates; we want to go through the entire target list which 
has been agreed upon by both client and consultant—and that list 
may often consist of 150-200 candidates or more. 

 
We must be certain that we have thoroughly examined the entire 
target list. Although there may, in some cases, be only a dozen 
candidates in the country, or the world, that could do a certain job 
effectively, that is not normally the case. 

 
If you are not utilizing the services of a professional firm, you will 
still want to follow a similar process of sourcing and identifying a 
suitable number of candidates. The trickiest parts of securing an 
adequate candidate pool when you are recruiting directly in to your 
company is actually making enough direct contacts, while keeping 
the playing field level and remaining objective. 

 
Unless you are doing a search to replace Jack Welch at General 
Electric, or some other search in which the candidate pool is 
necessarily miniscule, the general rule is that you had better start 
with a target list of at least 150 potential candidates. I repeat – AT 
LEAST 150 potential candidates. In most cases the numbers 
should be greater. There is no way to quote a number that would be 
appropriate for each situation. The numbers are search specific. 

 
Philosophically, your initial target list should consist of virtually 
every possible candidate who would be a logical fit for your 
particular search. This axiom would apply to any CEO or officer 
level search in a traditional industry. 

 
EXAMPLE 1 

 

We were retained to find a CEO to replace an incumbent 
chief executive. After a lengthy discussion with the client, 
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it was determined that the individual we were looking for 
would certainly have a senior level general management 
and deal-making background in commercial real estate. 

 
We had identified 268 senior commercial real estate 
brokers in, and around, Houston. 

 
We contacted all of the 268 individuals on our target list. 
We were referred to another twenty-five or so. We 
procured forty-seven fresh resumes, determined that thirty- 
one were qualified, interviewed twelve and presented three. 
Because we had cast a wide enough net, and interviewed 
based on not only the hard skills required, but also the 
personality traits needed, the search was successful. An 
ideal candidate was hired and the client‘s expectations were 
clearly exceeded. 

 
EXAMPLE 2 

 

We were retained to find a CEO for a Dallas-owned, 
Chicago-based vinyl composite tile manufacturing 
company. The company was in crisis. We needed a 
turnaround specialist, a wizard, a water-walker. After three 
days of discussions with the owner and interim CEO, a 
detailed search specification had been developed and 
approved by the owner and interim CEO. It was also 
determined that we needed to be talking to substantially 
every sitting Chicago based CEO and COO in a 
manufacturing environment with revenues between $20 
million and $100 million. We needed to cast as wide a net 
as possible in order to surface not just a good candidate, but 
the absolute best possible candidate. Second best would not 
do. It was also decided that looking outside of Chicago 
should not be necessary given Chicago is the 
manufacturing capital of the world. 

 
A Hoovers query revealed 534 companies in Greater 
Chicago that fit this description. We had our marching 
orders. We contacted substantially everyone on the original 
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target list. We delivered a short (less than one minute), 
concise, hard-hitting presentation in each of our phone calls. 
We asked for referrals and advice. In other words, we did 
not leave a stone unturned. The 500+ individuals we 
talked to referred Allen Austin to approximately 100 
additional candidates. 

 
We procured eighty fresh resumes. Not resumes we found 
on the internet, or fished out of an old file or database, or 
pulled from some informal network. These were  eighty new 
resumes on COOs that were not actively looking, were not 
reading ads, and not posting their resumes on the net. We 
could honestly say that our pool of resumes represented the 
cream of the crop, the best of the best, in Chicago. 

 
A screening and interviewing process, which is not the 
subject of this discussion, took place, and we ultimately 
presented three motivated, qualified candidates, all of 
whom had led at least two turnarounds. The candidate was 
hired and subsequently has performed brilliantly. The 
search was text-book perfect. 

 
EXAMPLE 3 

 

We were retained to conduct a search for a Chief 
Merchandising Officer. The client was the brand new CEO 
of the 47th largest supermarket chain in the country. 

 
Time was of the essence, so we assembled a target list of 
268 target candidates, virtually every possible 
merchandising executive from the top retail and wholesale 
operations in the country. In two weeks we had contacted 
substantially all of our prospects, procured sixty-one 
resumes, determined thirty were qualified and had 
interviewed and qualified our list of twelve semi-finalists. 

 
The length of time between the point at which the search 
was commissioned and the time of acceptance of our 
client‘s offer, was forty-four days. 
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I could cite hundreds more examples of extremely 
successful searches completed as a direct result of this 
methodology. The benefit of careful preparation and 
research cannot be overestimated. 
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SEVENTEEN 
 
 

Discovery and Interview Process 
 
 
One important aspect in fine tuning is to ―flush out the 
fisherman‖—i.e., those candidates who are just curious or  just open 
to exploring other opportunities. There are plenty of candidates 
who are willing to go along for the ride just to see what an 
alternative offer might look like; or to parlay an offer from our 
client in to a counter-offer from their current employer. 

 
Some people just have the attitude ―Nothing ventured nothing 
gained‖, with little or no regard to what inconvenience, heartache 
or heartburn their fishing expedition might cause for us, our client 
and for that matter, other candidates who are sincerely interested in 
the position for the right reasons. Unfortunately, such candidates 
are increasingly common. 

 
Be aware. Be VERY aware and AFRAID of the first impression! 
Most of the time we make bad hiring decisions because we decide 
too soon: we are too emotional, we do not know what we are 
looking for or we do not know what questions to ask. Remember 
that traditional techniques used by most managers are seriously 
flawed and produce results just marginally better than a flip of the 
coin. Even the most exhaustive processes come down to a decision 
based on gut feeling, instinct and intuition more often than not. 

 
Many A Players are overlooked because they do not meet some 
superficial standard, or because they do not perform brilliantly 
during the interview. Most managers just do not realize that some 
of the most stellar performers are not great interviewers. 
Conversely, there are many ―professional interviewees, who are 
substandard performers. Many of these candidates who perform so 
remarkably in interviews do so because they have so much 
experience! Trust me when I tell you that your candidate‘s superior 
interviewing skills will not add one iota of value to your company 
once he or she is hired. 
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In David Adler‘s Snap Decisions, he says that cognitive 
psychologists and decision theorists believe we have two decision 
systems at our disposal: (1) those that come from the gut, and (2) 
those that originate in the mind. 

 
Gut decisions are very quick, based on intuition or first 
impressions. These are snap judgments that occur almost 
instantaneously, in the blink of an eye, with little deliberation. This 
decision system works well in certain areas of life. 

 
He goes on to say that this system does not work well in many 
modern situations such as investing, hiring, and other complex 
scenarios. To make more complex decisions, we humans need to 
rely on the second type of decision system, which takes much longer 
and involves analysis. 

 
Our intuitive system is not designed to handle abstract problems, 
which is why we have so much trouble selecting a 401(k) 
investment, knowing when to sell a stock, compounding interest 
rates, or dealing with probabilities and statistics in general. It's 
why many people believed real estate could only go up, or after the 
crash, that it could only go down. It's why investment bank CEOs, 
based on their decade-long success, began to think they could do 
no wrong. It's why a manager hires the wrong employee who 
seemed so charming at the job interview. And it's why economic 
"experts" underestimated the risks of credit markets and did not 
see the growing possibility of a systemic meltdown. 

 
Another problem is that most managers assume that effective 
recruiting is a selling proposition. Many A Players are driven away 
by managers who oversell the position, therefore cheapening it. 
Successful recruiting is more of a buying situation, rather than a 
selling situation. Candidates should be required to earn the right to 
a valuable job; and then to sell you.  
 
In order to further qualify potential candidates against our client‘s 
expectations and values, we will ask those candidates who have 
agreed to go through the process to spend an average of eight to 
ten hours in filling out very detailed, essay-type questionnaires. 
This discovery process will ultimately reveal, in large part, which 
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candidates are best suited for our client‘s situation. We call this 
process the 4C assessment. 

 
Allen Austin‘s 4C assessment focuses on candidate self- 
evaluation: contribution, culture, character and commitment. It also 
gives my firm a very good sense of the candidate‘s writing, 
thinking, and reasoning styles. Additionally, we gain some insight 
into how well they follow instructions and can articulate answers 
to complex questions; and it gives us a good sense of how 
cooperative or arrogant they might be on the job. Based on our 
experience, a candidate who is uncooperative and unresponsive to 
our requests during the screening process will more than likely 
perform in the same manner once they are working for the client‘s 
company. Indeed, the candidate‘s personality is often just as 
important as their background, experience, credentials and skill 
sets. 

 
This process is unique and it is something we have determined we 
cannot do without, as it has saved Allen Austin from following 
through with candidates who more than likely would have 
ultimately failed. The 4C assessment is essentially a self-appraisal 
for the candidate, as it forces them to answer questions about 
themselves that may have never occurred to them—just as our 
needs analysis performs a similar function for our clients. Many of 
our candidates have told us they learned more about themselves 
while going through this process than they had at any other point in 
their career.  
 
The questionnaire typically helps a candidate to understand, at a 
much deeper level, what would be required of them in order to 
be successful in our client‘s position; in some cases, they come 
to realize that the job is not a good match for their talents or 
needs. In such instances, the candidate may, with good reason, 
self-select out of a process that they would have otherwise 
continued. 
 
This discovery process typically eliminates the marginally 
qualified as well as the casually interested; we are usually left with 
 a dozen or so candidates with whom we are really impressed, and 
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who have provided answers with which we are comfortable. In 
some cases our clients have wanted to be involved in the screening 
process and have read the semi-finalists’ responses. In those cases 
we have agreed on finalists with whom we want to move forward. 

 
It is worth mentioning here that 98 percent of candidates who 
endure this process accept employment offers extended by our 
clients. A recent study of 44 Fortune 500 companies that did at 
least thirty retained searches per year revealed that 29 percent of 
offers extended through search firms in the study were rejected. It 
should not surprise anyone that roughly 45 percent of those placed 
as a result of this lack of process will wash out within eighteen 
months. 

 
We then typically conduct face-to-face interviews with our semi- 
finalist pool of select candidates during which we assess such 
qualities as personal presence and the ability to persuade— 
qualities which are crucial in a candidate for any senior level 
position. 

 
If you are not using a search firm, you will dramatically improve 
your odds if you will require all prospective candidates to go 
through a series of exercises. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 
I. SELF-APPRAISAL 

 

a. Describe the best job you have ever had and 
specifically what made it so. 

 

b. Give me a thorough self-appraisal, beginning with what 
you consider your strengths & assets. 

 

c. Please describe your weaknesses and areas for 
improvement along with what kinds of things you have 
done to compensate for your shortcomings. 
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d. Give me a comprehensive wish list of ALL attributes 
you would like to have in your next role. 

 

e. Give me a comprehensive list of ALL attributes you 
want to avoid in your next role. 

 

II. LEADERSHIP/ATTRIBUTES 
 

a. Tell me specifically about your successes in leading 
consistently in a way that inspires others to follow and 
trust you. 

 

b. How would your subordinates describe your energy and 
bias for action and your ability to ensure quality 
execution? 

 

c. Tell me about how you stay intimately involved in your 
organization‘s strategy, people systems and operations. 

 

d. How would you describe your propensity to hold 
people in your organization accountable for their 
performance, behavior, and promises? 

 

e. Please describe how you help a complex organization 
deal with ambiguity and multiple priorities. 

 

f. What would your stakeholders feel are your strengths 
and shortcomings in terms of delegating critical and 
important tasks to others? 

 

g. What would your stakeholders feel are your strengths 
and shortcomings in terms of sharing information, 
resources and credit? 

 

h. Describe a situation in which you had to admit and 
demonstrate that you were a real person, not afraid to 
show vulnerability, admit mistakes and ask for help. 

 

i. How would your past stakeholders describe your 
approach to communicating your company‘s vision, 
purpose and values? 
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j. Talk to me about how your communication of your 
organization‘s values is manifested in your rank and file 
employees. 

 

k. Describe a situation in which you had to utilize 
inductive reasoning to gather a broad range of  data from 
your environment, draw conclusions, explain and add 
calm and clarity to the situation, separating emotion from 
logic. 

 

l. Describe a situation in which you had to tell a 
stakeholder the truth even when it was not what he or 
she wanted to hear. 

 

m. Describe a situation in which you demonstrated that 
you were in the fight for the long haul, not just for the 
short run or good times. 

 

n. Describe a situation in which your sense of humor, 
lightheartedness and/or willingness to laugh at yourself 
defused a tense situation. 

 

o. Describe a situation in which you helped a stakeholder 
put their issues in context by use of anecdotes, 
metaphors and war stories. 

 

p. Describe your approach to instilling passion and 
energizing your workforce. 

 

q. Describe how you lead by example in encouraging your 
management team to treat others with dignity and 
respect. 

 

III. MANAGEMENT 
 

a. How would you describe your relationship management 
experience, philosophy and style? 

 

b. Please describe your experience in strategic planning 
and implementation, including successful and 
unsuccessful approaches. 
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c. What would your subordinates feel are your strengths 
and shortcomings in terms of consensus building and 
conflict management? 

 

d. How would past superiors describe your approaches to 
profitable project management and follow through? 

 

e. Describe the process you utilized to track and achieve 
benchmark metrics against known best practices? 
Describe a situation in which you had to effectively 
track, monitor and document complex processes. 

 

f. Describe a complex situation in which you had to 
analyze the situation and solve a problem quickly. 

 

g. Please describe a situation in which you had to prepare 
and deliver an impactful presentation to a group of 
executive decision makers. 

 

h. Do you consider yourself a better Mr. Inside or Mr. 
Outside, and why? 

 

i. Are you more likely to find yourself asking for 
forgiveness or permission? 

 

j. What is your perspective on sales & marketing‘s 
involvement with the client support process? What 
arrangement do you feel works best? 

 

IV. INTERPERSONAL COMPETENCIES 
 

a. Describe situations in which your commitment to 
integrity caused you discomfort. 

 

b. Give examples of your going beyond what was normally 
expected to enhance your company‘s reputation or 
image. 

 

c. Describe a situation in which your stamina was tested. 
 

d. How did you grow so passionate about your profession? 
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e. Discuss your methods  of  diagnosing  and  exceeding 
client/customer needs. 

 

f. Are you familiar with the term ―active listening‖? How 
would you definite it? 

 

g. How do you motivate co-workers outside your team? 
 

h. How would you rate yourself in terms of compassion, 
transparency and vulnerability? Why? 

 

V. FIT/ALIGNMENT/TRANSITION 
 

a. Capsulate your knowledge of your industry and what 
makes it tick. 

 

a. Other than what you have learned from Allen Austin 
and read in our literature, what do you know about the 
opportunity you have been presented? 

 

b. Why do you believe this is the right fit for you at this 
point in your career? 

 

c. What would it take for you to make a career change? 
Why move now? 

 

d. What actions would you take in the first weeks? 
 

e. How many meaningful contacts might you have within 
your chosen field of focus? 

 

f. Having spoken with me, and having read the position 
description, what challenges do you see? 

 

g. What would your exit strategy be to leave your current 
employment? 

 

h. When could you be available to begin? 
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EIGHTEEN 
 
 

Evaluating the Candidate 
 
 
Regardless of the nature or scope of the position they hold, 
successful people do certain things that unsuccessful people do not. 
Successful people are successful time and time again, over long 
periods of time. Success is never a surprise or an isolated event. 

 
Unsuccessful people seem to always miss the mark in one area or 
another, whether it is people skills, organizational ability, 
commitment or technical competence. Measuring past performance 
is the best predictor of future success. Great managers also have a 
consistent track record of hiring great people. 

 
Weak interviewers seem to fall into three broad categories. The 
first category includes those who are too emotional. These are the 
ones who make very quick decisions based on first impressions 
and personality. The second category includes those who are 
overly intuitive, to the extent that they short-circuit the process, 
superficially assessing only a narrow group of attributes. Finally, 
the technical interviewer is great at fact-finding, but lacks 
decisiveness. 

 
Effective hiring constitutes 80 percent of a manager‘s success. If 
we are to deliver A Players and great managers to our client- 
companies and firms, we must assure ourselves we are presenting 
candidates with a record of hiring great people. One of the ways to 
get to the root of this challenge is to ask your candidate to describe 
his or her hiring successes and failures. Because the selection 
process is tedious and time consuming, most of us have a tendency 
to  fall  prey  to  the  energetic,  attractive,  affable  and  articulate 
candidate who many times will fall far short of expectations once 
on the job. 

 
The very best interviewers and hiring managers understand that the 
hiring decision must be intuitive to some extent. There is never 
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enough information to match abilities, needs, and interests 
completely. Despite the intuitive component, they recognize that 
the hiring decision must be based on an analytical, fact-finding 
process. Therefore, if the client‘s job description requires someone 
who can operate in a highly leveraged or a resource-strained 
environment, we will probably look for a candidate who has 
performed successfully in a leveraged environment in the past. We 
have seen plenty of CEOs who could do a fabulous job in a situation 
where the company is relatively debt-free and has ample resources, 
but they could not function well when they were put in an 
environment where they were resource-constrained, the company 
was highly leveraged, and 90 percent of their EBIDTA had to go 
to service debt. 

 
One great idea we have seen used many times is to ask your 
potential executive to write a document detailing a charter of his or 
her past organization, or to articulate his or her vision for your 
organization in charter format. 

 
EXAMPLE 

 

Our organization operates with total integrity. This is to say that 
there are no gray issues in terms of honesty or integrity. We are 
not here to kid each other or to make the numbers or conditions 
appear other than they really are. We call a spade a spade. We 
communicate with total honesty. Honesty is appreciated and 
expected. Messengers are not shot. Surprises are not received well. 
The charlatan is shot. 

 
Integrity means being totally honest with superiors. It means 
telling the truth, whether it feels right or not. The senior leadership 
of the company deserves to know the truth. They are responsible 
for finding out the truth. Putting on a show serves no useful 
purpose. 
 
It also means being totally honest with subordinates. Everyone in 
our organization deserves to know exactly where they stand in 
terms of promotional possibilities, disciplinary issues and even 
possible termination. For example, an associate that is being 
terminated or promoted should never be surprised. 
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Integrity also means acting in the best interest of the company. It 
means not playing games to minimize "shrink" at the expense of 
gross margin by buying in on items that carry no cost advantage, 
only "shrink gain.‖ To go a step further, integrity means making 
sure that all reporting systems are reporting the actual, not a 
"doctored figure." 

 
In summary, integrity means being totally honest in everything you 
do and expecting the same of your organization. There is no such 
thing as minor theft. There is no such thing as minor fabrication of 
the truth. Integrity is the cornerstone of everything we do. 

 
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 

 

We believe strongly in the concept of continuous improvement. In 
short, this means that while we certainly will celebrate the 
superior performance of the day, we will never be totally satisfied 
with our performance. We will always be hungry for improvement. 
We are always looking for productivity enhancements, potential 
cost savings, sales enhancements, margin dollar improvements, 
overhead reductions, store standards improvements, associate 
quality improvement, and personal improvement. We realize that 
no individual, no organization, ever stands still; we are either 
improving or declining, and we are determined to improve 
constantly. We solicit feedback from the total organization in order 
to utilize and recognize the total organization in this process. We 
celebrate and recognize even the smallest contribution to 
improvement. Continuous improvement is a common thread that 
runs through all of our endeavors toward achieving legendary 
service leadership. 

 
The leaders in our organization are passionate about the business. 
We are students of the business. We want to know everything we 
can about the business and we put systems in place to ensure that 
our organization learns maximum amounts of information from 
competitors, trade journals and business publications. We are 
committed to improving our operation each and every time we enter 
a store. 
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FINANCIAL 
 

Our overall objective as it relates to "the numbers" is to optimize 
financial performance for the store, the district, the region and the 
company in keeping with our philosophy of continuous 
improvement. 

 
In addition, we take ownership for the sales and gross profit lines, 
as a sole proprietor would. We realize that over the long term, the 
operations team has more impact on sales than any other. This is 
not to downplay the importance of the marketing effort, for we play 
a very important role in that regard. We realize that through 
legendary service leadership and superior store operations, that 
we have more long term impact on sales and profits than any other 
discipline. 

 
We pay attention to all factors in the market. We are acutely aware 
of all of the competitive activity within our markets. We are aware 
of the economic environment as well. In short, we are  totally aware 
of our external environment and are able to discuss externalities 
intelligently with all. We provide feedback and recommendations 
to those who can assist us in dealing with our external 
environment; we may even be very persistent along these lines. We 
do not, however, dwell on things that we do not control. After 
having made our recommendations to senior management at the 
service center with regard to marketing and administrative 
issues, we concentrate on the issues that we control entirely. 

 
PEOPLE 

 

We realize that people are our most important asset. As a result, 
we spend a major portion of our time developing our 
organizations.  
 
We know who our strongest players are in every role and we are 
intimately familiar with management personnel at least two levels 
deep in the organization. We concentrate on our strong players in 
that we insure that they are continuing to move ahead both 
personally and professionally. We keep them challenged, provide 
them autonomy, and use them as organizational resources. We 
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realize the value of these informal leaders; we recognize and allow 
them to lead in ways that benefit the individual and the 
organization.  
 
We also know where our weaknesses are. Many of our weak players 
are new. Others have lost the vision, or have somehow become 
distracted or disillusioned. We realize that a chain is only as strong 
as its weakest link and that it is our responsibility to improve 
or replace individuals who for one reason or another 
contaminate the winner's circle. Our weak players who are in 
trouble are given every chance to succeed, but they know exactly 
where they stand. When the unfortunate does occur, when we do 
have to terminate or demote, it is never a surprise to the subject. 
They have been given more than a fair opportunity to correct any 
deficiency that might exist. We face conflict and poor performance 
head on and take decisive action when and where it is called for. 
 
We do not abuse, or tolerate the abuse of people in any case. While 
we recognize the value of discipline, we are situational leaders 
who praise in public and conduct constructive criticism in private. 
We are always careful not to demoralize. We always maintain or 
enhance self esteem when criticizing.  
 
We use meetings for information, recognition and decision making 
-- that's all! We never use the meeting format for criticism because 
we recognize that this activity is best done one-on-one, in private.  
 
We are also aware that, because we require much of our 
associates, it is critically important that we have fun at work. We 
believe in this so much that we actually plan fun, and we plan it 
often! We have associate dress-up days, appreciation days, 
associate and family outings and an array of other activities to 
show our people that we appreciate their efforts.  
 
We make every effort to keep our organization stable. We move 
people only when it makes perfect sense. When we do make moves, 
the person(s) involved know where they are going, why they are 
going there, what their role will be, how their strengths will 
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complement their new peers and how their new environment will 
compliment or augment their strengths. 

 
STORES 

 

We are keenly aware of our objective as it relates to store 
conditions. Our objective is to have store conditions and a total 
shopping experience that is noticeably better than the competition. 
We pay much attention to detail and subscribe to the philosophy 
that everything has a place and every place has a thing. We realize 
that superior store standards have a positive impact on associate 
morale and pride, as well as customer perception. We are 
absolutely determined to have sparkling clean, well merchandised, 
well-organized sales floors, back rooms, break rooms and 
restrooms at all times.  
CUSTOMERS 

 

We strive to provide legendary service every day, on every shift. 
We accomplish this level of service by constantly observing our 
personnel in action and by setting the right example. We are all 
members of the quarter fine club. We are absolutely committed to 
our ―Pledge to Keep Our Customers Coming Back‖ and we insist 
on compliance to the "eight points." We make it a point, at every 
level, to recognize associates individually (catch them doing it 
right) for specific acts of good service, and we also make it a point 
to correct associates who have "not gotten it right" yet. We realize 
that legendary service is the key to our competitive future and we 
give it our all every day. 

 

We realize that Legendary Service is an attitude, a mindset; it is 
not added hours or resources. Adding resources does not result in 
legendary service. The right commitment does. 
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MERCHANDISING 
 

We realize that our primary mission along these lines is to build 
the business. We are merchants, not just shrink controllers. This is 
not to say that we are not concerned about shrink; we utilize all of 
the tools at our disposal to control shrink. We date our coolers and 
strictly enforce the 3X program in our meat coolers. We carefully 
analyze our movement records when writing orders. In addition, 
we pay close attention to sanitation and rotation. Still, we are 
merchants. We have systems in place to ensure that we fully support 
all ads and have total variety. We realize that perishables, in terms 
of product merchandising, are our primary vehicle to 
differentiate ourselves from the competition. 

 

We strive to build our FRESH image. FRESH is a critical 
component as it relates to produce, meat, seafood, floral, cheese 
shops, salad bars, deli and bakery. We adhere strictly to our dating 
standards and pay close attention to the appearance of all of our 
perishable case merchandising and products. We never leave 
merchandise in our counters or cases that we would not be proud 
to take home. 

 

We make sure that all of our cases are sparkling clean. We take the 
responsibility for scheduling the cleaning of all of our perishable 
cases on a regular basis. 

 
TEAMWORK 

 

We operate under the philosophy that Top‘s is a team. None of us 
is as smart as all of us. We are not dependent or independent. We 
are interdependent. This is to say that the total organization comes 
first. An example - The Marine Corps has a code.....Unit - Corps - 
God - Country. Our code is Company - Region - District - Store - 
Individual. Our code does not diminish the importance of the 
individual, for the company is composed of individuals, all of who 
are important. Our code does imply that all decisions must be 
made with the good of the total company, region, district, store and 
individual in mind. Each individual has a responsibility to make a 
meaningful contribution to their unit. 
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It is our responsibility to contribute to the overall success of the 
company. It is the responsibility of our associates at the service 
center to serve us. It is our responsibility to become easy to serve. 

 

We are competitive by nature. We enjoy comparing numbers with 
our peers, but our focus is on beating the competition -- the other 
supermarkets in our trade areas. 

 

It is our responsibility to serve with total dedication. We operate in 
a safe environment that encourages each core associate to speak 
their mind, the right way. This is to say that we have a 
responsibility to fight for what we believe in, for what we stand for. 
We understand however that it is easy to criticize, condemn and 
complain. When we disagree with a particular course of action or 
philosophy, we express our concerns diplomatically and 
respectfully, and we are prepared to offer suggestions that we truly 
believe are better alternatives. 

 

We understand that there will be times when we must execute a 
course of action that we would not have chosen. At the instant it 
becomes clear the orders are firm, it is our responsibility to execute 
flawlessly and with conviction. We take ownership and 
responsibility for the particular mission at hand. We assume the 
corporate, regional, district, or store position and are prepared to 
defend and explain the action. We understand our responsibility is 
to support, communicate and execute the mission of the company, 
region, district, and store. 

 

In summary, we constantly strive for continuous improvement. We 
are proud of the accomplishments of the past and we experience 
ambitious dissatisfaction in every area of our operation. 

 
This is just one example you could consider. My point here is that 
you are taking an enormous risk when you bring an outside CEO 
or executive in to your business. The cost of a mis-hire is 
enormous. Spend enough time evaluating your candidate to get 
really comfortable that he or she can succeed in your environment. 
Remember that roughly 45 percent of all newly placed senior 
executives will quit, be fired or otherwise forced out in scenarios in 
which standard hiring practices are used. 
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Be aware of the Superstar. In 2007 I attended Harvard Business 
School‘s program entitled Leading Professional Service Firms. I 
learned a great deal about the way global professional services 
firms work. I also learned that it is very common for these kinds of 
firms (and for that matter, all companies) to want to hire the 
competition‘s superstars. While the best predictor of future 
performance is in fact past performance, this is a very slippery 
slope. What must be considered if you are to hire the superstar 
from your competition are all of the variables responsible for your 
potential future superstar‘s success. We often make the mistake of 
looking at performance in a vacuum. 

 
Throughout this book, we‘ve been examining all of the variables 
associated with a successful placement of a CEO or senior 
executive. Stack the odds in your favor and consider all of the 
critical success factors we have been talking about. 
 
To further assist, I’m including an example of one of Allen Austin’s 
candidate presentations. Not all of our clients want to see this level 
of detail. Individual preferences notwithstanding, you will see the 
depth to which we go to fully understand a candidate. To the extent 
you can, so should you. 

 

I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Dwane is a notable contender for the EVP Business Integration role.  
His strengths include significant operations, acquisition, integration 
and sales experience. 
 
As a point of consideration, Dwane has made a number of shorter 
term assignments since leaving Halliburton in 2002, after 25 years 
with them.  His departure from Halliburton came as a result of their 
selling off all non-core businesses, which included industrial 
services.  HydroChem took them at this time but did not have an 
appetite for capital and Dwane’s team was disassembled.  With a 
two year non-compete Dwane felt loyal to Halliburton and went to 
CH2MHill where he worked to facilitate market penetration without 
breaching that agreement.  When his non-compete was up, Dwane 
was heavily recruited and joined Evergreen for a short stint to get 
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this start-up out of the gate.  Confessedly, Dwane was lured by the 
promise of equity but after finding the opportunity riddled with 
political hitches and poor synergy with the CEO John Hodges (who 
is known by Allen Austin), he left and declined any equity that he 
was owed.  In 2005 he moved to PSC Industrial which had just come 
out of bankruptcy.  He spent four years there before Dwane made a 
call to US Industrial on behalf of a friend’s career search, and they 
agreed to a meeting only if Dwane similarly considered a meeting.  
After joining US Industrial (along with his friend), their lack of 
commitment to growth and integration which they had used as a 
recruitment lever was revealed. Since 2011, he has served as 
Executive Vice President of Operations for the US market with 
CEDA (based in Canada) and does environmental services and 
industrial maintenance with a focus on refining and chemical 
manufacturing.  He was hired at CEDA to grow the business through 
acquisition and integrate operations.  After two years, however, they 
are pulling out fully from the US market to focus on Canada.   
Though offered a position in Canada, Dwane declined.   
 
Dwane exhibits a high intellect and self-awareness.  He has a 
professional, Southern demeanor and speaks with confidence and 
clarity with regard to operations and integration best practices.  In 
the interview, Dwane shared an integration plan he had crafted for a 
prior company and spoke emphatically about what is required to be 
successful at such an endeavor.  His anecdotes were laced with 
enthusiasm in lieu of exasperation around the challenges he faced at 
each position, and he underscored communication with upper 
management and the Board as paramount to success.   
  
Dwane is genuinely interested in the position with Grummond.  He 
articulates a desire to find an organization that matches his 
operational and integration passion in order to retire with them in 8 
to 10 years.  He is open to immeasurable travel, but prefers not to 
relocate from Houston.  Dwane has just begun his new job search, 
and his last day with CEDA is April 30th. 
 
 
 
Compensation 
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Base:  $361,000 
Bonus:  Yes 
Equity:  Yes  
Other:  Car Allowance 
Total 2012:  $565,000 / Total 2013 (anticipated):  $630,000 
 

PROFILE 

R. DWANE SMITH 

EXECUTIVE PROFILE 
A senior executive, change agent, with a proven track record in 
senior operational and business development roles, creating 
measurable sustainable value by leading by example and ensuring 
that the value gained by the organization is shared by the 
employees who serve and are served by the organization. 
 
SKILL HIGHLIGHTS 

• Leads by Example 
• Process Improvement using Six Sigma, 5S, and Common 

Sense 
• Change Agent Internal and External 
• Operational Integrity 
• Crucial Conversations Internal and External 
• High Sense of Urgency for Achieving Objectives 
• Alignment of Organizations Value and Vision with 

Employees and Clients 
• Unwavering Safety Expectations 
• Extensive Market Knowledge  
• Business Integration

 
CORE ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
 

• Integrated multiple operational entities to provide leveraged 
synergies and operational sustainability  

• Led teams that negotiated, closed and managed in excess of  $ 
140 MM of annual value representing ~ $ 1 billion dollars of 
contract value 
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• Developed and implemented industry changing performance 
based contracting models resulting in client savings in excess 
of $ 200 MM dollars during the initial contract period  

• Operational Responsible for all aspects of a $ 370 MM 
business with ~ 2800 employees.  The business achieved a top 
line growth of 50% with an increase of ~ 100% in EBITDA 
growth 

• Led cultural and organization changes to ensure operational 
integrity resulting in a reduction of more than 50% in OSHA 
TIRR in a two year period as well as significant reduction in 
contract churn 

• Responsible for merging strategically core businesses and 
divesting non core business units 

 
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

2011 – Present                      CEDA International – Houston, 
Texas 
Executive Vice President U.S. Market and Officer 

• Responsible for all operations, safety, HR, business 
development, P&L for all  business units in the U.S. Primary 
objective to position the infrastructure and culture of the 
business in the market to support both organic and acquisition 
growth.  

• Key Accomplishments:  
• Reduced SGA by over 30% in first 12 months, Decreased 

the over all cost of goods sold by 25% in same time period.  
• Improved personnel utilization by 20%.  Improved GM no 

less than 6% in Industrial Services Sector first full year  
• Realigned Safety Culture achieved a 0 OSHA TIRR for a 

current run of 18 months  
• Developed a set of Visual Management tools (Created 

systems, processes, tools) that would provide day-to-day – 
week-to-week snap shots of the businesses financial 
/Operational status also provide weekly and monthly 
forecast. 

• 70 % of all legacy contracts renegotiated to satisfy new risk 
management and governance requirements of stakeholders.  
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2009 – 2010                               United States Industrial Services  
Vice President Strategic Business Development 

• Responsible to evaluate various independent businesses and 
integrate into a process - growth driven organization.  

• Key Accomplishments: First year integrated multiple stand-
alone organizations into a single Value Stream (seamless 
operations) and growth engine. Elimination of waste by 
consolidating administration, sales and operations while 
maintaining and growing the organizations revenue stream. 
Initiated procurement team and processes to leverage spend 
and consolidate providers.   

• Secured the renewal of organizations largest contracts into 
more profitable commercial model and execution strategy.  

2005 – 2009                       PSC Industrial Services, Houston 
Texas 
Division Vice President  

• Division Operations Officer: Responsible for all operations, 
safety, HR, business development for a $370MM industrial 
services business unit with ~ 2800 employees.  

• Major Client Economics: Develop and implement systems 
and processes to assure contract compliance, sustain and 
grow revenue stream, increase profit dollars by no less than 
50% within the organizations twenty largest clients.  

• Key Accomplishments: Team grew revenues in excess of 
$100M and increased EBITDA margins by ~ 100% while 
reducing the OSHA TIRR by more than 50% in a two year 
period.    

2004 – 2005          Evergreen Industrial Services -  Houston, 
Texas 
Vice President 

• Responsible for Operations and Business development of 
small start-up firm.  



P a g e   |  131   

• Accomplishments: Doubled revenues and improved 
margins by 50%, established a BD and operations team to 
more effectively position the business for growth multiples 

 2002-2004                                     CH2MHILL -  Houston, 
Texas 
Senior Client Services Manager and Regional Director 
AWP 

• Responsible for organic growth in Texas refinery market as 
well as directed 50-60 air water process engineers and 
scientist across the southeast US. 

• Negotiated and closed national contract for strategic waste 
management valued at greater than $ 100 MM 

• Led a team in the development and implementation of add on 
non-core businesses for a fortune 1000 company to 
strengthen profits per unit of the core business.   

1977 - 2002                Halliburton/HydroChem Industrial 
Services 
Vice President and Officer 

• Responsible for Business Development, Managed Services, 
Specialized Technical Services, Regional Operations, Six 
Sigma deployment, Contract review  

• Held various local, regional and national positions within 
operations and business development throughout my 25 years 
tenure. These positions were located across the U.S.  

• Key Accomplishments: Introduced Managed Service 
program to the company and the industry which drove the 
development and deployment of various performance / value 
based “commercial models” and processes. Established a 
team of engineers and business process specialist to create, 
reengineer, and integrated new and more cost effective 
business models into client’s operations and supplier 
management processes.  

• Deployed a Six-Sigma team designed to negotiate and 
provide improved supplier relationships 
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EDUCATION 
B.S. Chemistry and Biology   
1972 – 1976                East Central University (Ada, Ok) 
Worked 30-60 hours per week while obtaining 150 + hours in 
relevant course study 
1975                Harvard University (Cambridge, Ma) 
One of 150 applicants from 3000 accepted to attend a scholarship 
program focused on minority student interested in science and 
medical fields  
 
RELEVANT TRAINING, PUBLICATIONS AND PATENTS: 

• Executive Six Sigma Champion Training, University of Texas 
• Rice University Leadership Training 
• Michigan University Business School Executive Leadership 

Development 
• Presidential Leadership Brown and Root 
• Development and Management of Benchmarking APQC 
• Patent awarded Forced Mist Cleaning of Combustion Turbines 
• Paper Published Chemical Cleaning an Important Tool for 

Boiler Cleaning 
 

II. CANDIDATE WORK HISTORY FORM 
GENERAL INFORMATION 

Name: R. Dwane Smith 

Address:  5467 Nottingham Lane 

City, State Zip: Houston, Texas 77002 

Telephone 
Home: 
527-894-5612 

Work: 
527-843-7214 

Cell: 
527-956-8412 

Preferred 
Number? Cell 

Home E Mail: Rdsmith7@comcast.net 

Work E Mail: rdsmith@cedagroup.com 

Preferred Email? rdsmith@comcast.net  

mailto:Rdsmith7@comcast.net


P a g e   |  133   

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

Degree Major School & Address 
BS Chemistry East Central University, Ada Oklahoma 

MS Biology Harvard University, Cambrige Ma.  

 

SUMMARY OF EXPERIENCE 

Dates Company Starting Position Final Position 
01/2011 – 
Current 

CEDA 
International 

VP Catalyst 
Services NA EVP US Market 

04/ 2009 – 
11/2010 USIS VP Strategic 

Integration 
VP of Strategic 
Integration 

10/2005 – 
04/2009 PSC 

Managed 
Services 
Director 

Division VP 

07/2004 – 
10/2005 Evergreen 

VP Business 
Development & 
Partner 

VP Business 
Development & 
Partner 

01/2003 – 
06/2004 CH2MHill Sales Manager 

Regional 
Manager AWP 
& Client 
Services Manger 

1977 – 
10/2002 

Halliburton 
HydroChem 

Technical 
Representative 

VP Managed 
Services and 
Operations 

 

DETAILS OF CAREER HISTORY 

Employer Start Date End Date 
Reason for 

Leaving 

CEDA 
International 

Jan 2011 
April 29 
2013 

Company 
Exiting the US 
business 

Location Industry 
Salary 
Starting 

Salary Final 

Deer Park Texas 
Industrial 
Services 

$ 215,000 
+ car + 
bonus 
(comp 
2011 $ 
280 K ) 

$ 261,000 +car + 
bonus (total 
Comp 2012 $ 
430 K, expected 
2013 comp > $ 
530K) 
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Supervisor Name Title 
Where 
Now  

Permission to 
Contact? 

Jim Osborne COO CEDA Yes 
 
Title/Responsibilities: 

o EVP Responsible for all operations, safety, HR, business 
development, P&L for all business units in the U.S. Primary 
objective to position the infrastructure and culture of the 
business in the market to support both organic and acquisitive 
growth.  
Describe this organization (including size and number of 
employees) and its service/product(s): 

o Canadian based provides hydroblasting, chemical cleaning, 
catalyst services, bundle extraction, leak repair, pipefitting, 
and electrical services. ~ 2000 + employees 
Describe a few successes/accomplishments in this position: 

o Reduced SGA by over 30% in first 12 months, Decreased the 
over all cost of goods sold by 25% in same time period.  

o Improved personnel utilization by 20%.  Improved GM no less 
than 6% in Industrial Services Sector first full year  

o Realigned Safety Culture, achieved a 0 OSHA TIRR for a 
current run of 18 months  

o Developed a set of Visual Management tools (Created systems, 
processes, tools) that would provide day-to-day – week-to-
week snap shots of the businesses financial /Operational status 
also provide weekly and monthly forecast. 

o 70 % of all legacy contracts renegotiated to satisfy new risk 
management and governance requirements of stakeholders.  
Describe any failures/mistakes in this position: 

 Underestimated the legacy management team’s understanding 
of basic business financial process and systems, as well as the 
effect and impact of appropriately aligning accountability with 
responsibility.  
Please list the number and titles of any direct reports you had 
in this position? 
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VP US Operations, Director of Sales, Director of HSE, 
Director of HR, Controller, Director of Training and SAMS 
Manufacturing, Supply Chain Manager ( matrix organization) 
What do you think your supervisor for this position would say 
were your  
strengths: 
Business knowledge, Coaching / Mentoring, Creativity, 
Tenacity, Integrity, Understanding of the market 
Weaknesses/ Areas for Improvement: 
Tenacity, Expectations of self and others,  

 
Employer Start Date End Date 

Reason for 
Leaving 

USIS 4-2009 11-2010 Other opportunity  

Location Industry 
Salary 
Starting 

Salary Final 

Deer Park 
Industrial 
Service 

$ 200 K + 
car+ 
Equity 

$ 200 K+ Car+ 
Equity 

Supervisor Name Title 
Where 
Now  

Permission to 
Contact? 

Rod Powell President  USIS Yes 
 
Title/Responsibilities: 
Vice President Strategic Business Development 

 Responsible to evaluate various independent businesses and 
integrate into a process - growth driven organization.  
Describe this organization (including size and number of 
employees) and its service / product(s): 

 Organization built from various acquisitions rolled into three 
separate business units. Hydroblasting, tank cleaning, 
chemical cleaning, vacuum service, emergency response 

 ~ 400 employees 
Describe a few successes/accomplishments in this position: 

 Key Accomplishments: First year integrated multiple stand-
alone organizations into a single Value Stream (seamless 
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operations) and growth engine. Initiated procurement team and 
processes to leverage spend and consolidate providers.   

 Secured the renewal of organizations largest contracts into 
more profitable commercial model and execution strategy.  
Describe any failures/mistakes in this position: 
Not enough due diligence performed to delineate 
managements wish list verses strategic objectives 
Please list the number and titles of any direct reports you had 
in this position? 
This position was one where I acted as consultant type role 
and influncer with no direct reports  
What do you think your supervisor for this position would say 
were your 
Strengths: 
Integrity, Creativity, Tenacity, Ability to Align client value 
with services provided 
Weaknesses/ Areas for Improvement: 
To slow to recognize and respond to the detremental impact of 
legacy owners unwilling to actively participate in the effort to 
realign the culture to the new owners vision ( passive 
aggressive behavior)  

 
Employer Start Date End Date 

Reason for 
Leaving 

PSC Oct 2005 April 2009 Opportunity  

Location Industry 
Salary 
Starting 

Salary Final 

Houston 
Industrial 
Services 

$ 150 K + 
Car + 
Bonus 

$ 200 K + car + 
Bonus ( total 
comp last year ~ $ 
250 K) 

Supervisor Name Title 
Where 
Now  

Permission to 
Contact? 

Brad Clark President PSC Yes 
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Title/Responsibilities: 
 Division VP Division Operations Officer: Responsible for all 

operations, safety, HR, business development for a $370MM 
industrial services business unit with ~ 2800 employees.  

 Major Client Economics: Develop and implement systems and 
processes to assure contract compliance, sustain and grow 
revenue stream, increase profit dollars by no less than 50% 
within the organizations twenty largest clients.  
Describe this organization (including size and number of 
employees) and its service / product(s): 

 National Provider ~ 2800 employee organization built from 
various acquisitions rolled into three separate business units. 
Hydroblasting, tank cleaning, chemical cleaning, vacuum 
service, vapor control, remediation, recycling of waste oil etc. 
Describe a few successes/accomplishments in this position: 

 Key Accomplishments: Team grew revenues in excess of 
$100M and increased EBITDA margins by ~ 100% while 
reducing the OSHA TIRR by more than 50% in a two year 
period.    
Describe any failures/mistakes in this position: 
Under estimated the impact of bankruptcy and erosion of 
market share to the overall moral and confidence of the 
employees and culture 
 
Please list the number and titles of any direct reports you had 
in this position? 
Regional VP(5), Safety Director, Controller, HR Director,  
Matrix Organization 
What do you think your supervisor for this position would say 
were your 
Strengths: 
Market Knowledge, Technical Knowledge, Work Ethic, 
Integrity 
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Weaknesses/ Areas for Improvement: 
Improved communcations with clients re: the shifting of old 
legacy brands etc. 

 
III. 4C’S ASSESSMENT  

FORESIGHT™ CANDIDATE 4C’S ASSESSMENT 

CONTRIBUTIONCULTURECHARACTERCOMMITMENT 

A. SELF-APPRAISAL 
1. Describe the best job you’ve ever had and specifically what 

made it so. 
Tough question to answer with one so I have described two 
 
1) After a year of Engineer in Training at Halliburton, I was 
assigned to my first field position with the responsibility and 
accountability to sell, negotiate, close and execute all projects. 
I was the first technical – sales – project “professional” 
assigned to this very small operation of ten field personnel.  
My manager was in his last year before retirement who 
directed me, my first day, to “literally go forth and conquer” 
and that was basically the extent of his oversight. The 
adrenaline rush of this responsibility, the success, the 
learnings from failures and near failures came so quick and 
was absorbed at such a pace it was, as I look back on it 
breathtaking. The branch revenue grew 4X in my time there, I 
was promoted to my first field P&L management role within a 
year, profits year in year out exceeded budget expectations, 
the operation grew to be the largest market share holder of the 
services provided in the locations area. 
 
2)  VP of Managed Services role, after HydroChem purchased 
the Halliburton  I was asked several weeks after the 
acquisition by the CEO to develop a system, processes, 
business model(s) that would provide the means for the 
business to move away from the traditional T&M 
reimbursement model such that our margins would be based 
on performance and not capped or limited by the rate sheet 
and / or our ability to negotiate change orders. We had no 
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preconceived ideas of what this model(s) would look like, how 
it would be managed and / or sold. During the first several 
months I was allowed the freedom to get out in front of key 
clients all disciplines and at all levels of decision making to 
discuss what they were, were not getting from, and what drove 
them “crazy” about how contractors did business. From these 
discussions a I was allowed to put together a small team of 
experienced engineers more importantly great “out of the box” 
thinkers to develop tools and data base systems track and 
monitor the impact of our ideas, we had the opportunity to go 
on client sites to benchmark productivity, beta test our 
hypothesis and ideas which within a year was the basis for the 
first contract awarded of it’s kind in the industry. We assumed 
ownership of all industry specific services for the largest 
chemical manufacturer at the time in the U.S. across their 
largest sites. This was the start of a program that in a six-year 
period doubled the revenues of the company. These contracts 
also provided more than 50% of the company’s backlog 
revenue each year (guaranteed). The clients managed by the 
process represented the top 15 clients in the company and 
more than 60 locations. This system changed the industry; 
today all of the major providers have replicated the process, 
KPI’s and tools that were created during this period. 
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2. Give me a thorough self-appraisal, beginning with what you 
consider your strengths & assets. 

Strengths: 
• Integrity - doing the right thing when no one is watching 
• Lead by example – Level of expectations set for myself 
• The desire to be fully accountable to the team, the client and 

stakeholders for results 
• Sense of urgency to meet expectations - driven 
• Ability to develop simple straight forward solutions to 

accomplish what many may view as complex tasks or issues  
- Strong Communication Skills 

• Change agent – ability to adapt the strategy/ plan to 
accommodate necessary unforeseen influences 

• Follow through to the expected outcome 
• Out of the box thinker – Creative - Independent thinker 
• Ability to link, communicate and measure the corporate 

strategic value to not only the organization but also the 
employees and the markets served. 

• Striving to “ Best In Class” – Passionate about Continuous 
Improvement always challenge the norm 

• Desire to have and I seek out critical-constructive feedback 
on performance 

• Enjoy seeing people and organizations adapt to new ideas 
and processes and the reap the reward that comes with 
success of the changes 

• Experience – 36 years, Experienced many different types of 
cultures, consultative, technical, service oriented, labor 
intensive 

 
3. Please describe your weaknesses and areas for improvement 

along with what kinds of things you’ve done to compensate for 
your shortcomings. 
As is the case in most instances my greatest strengths are also 
my greatest weaknesses. Over the course of my career I have 
been mentored to and have worked to balance 
• My expectation levels, 
• Intensity level 
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• Sense of urgency to meet client, stake holders, teams 
objectives 

• Assuming everyone grasps concepts at the same level and 
speed as myself 

 
I make a deliberate effort to seek out peers and subordinates 
that I can trust to hold me accountable to help manage and 
balance these strengths and weaknesses. Routinely during key 
employee performance reviews with team members I ask for 
feedback from them on what I/we can do or stop doing to 
create a more open / safe environment for diverse discussions, 
solutions and success. 
 
Sought out and participated in various training and coaching 
exercises routinely to diminish the impact of these issues. 
• Executive coaching 
• Participated along with various teams in learning the skill 

and art of crucial conversations 
• 360 degrees evaluations 
• Various interpersonal Skill courses / training 

 

Age, experience and scars has helped in recognizing and 
managing these weaknesses 

 
4. Give me a comprehensive wish list of ALL attributes you 

would like to have in your next role. 
• Quiet leadership and influence through actions not words or 

title 
• Improved coaching, mentoring, listening and 

communication skills 
• Initiate a safe “Creative Tension” environment that 

empowers and motivates the team to higher standards and 
performance 

• Improved ability to motivate others to seek out and embrace 
not just responsibility but accountability 

• Ability to more quickly access and take action when a team 
member is not suited to the role and ensure that we (I) have 
done all that can be done to make the team member 
successful 
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• To be more proactive in verbally encouraging, praising and 
showing my appreciation for work well done. 

• “Seek to understand before being understood”  (S.Covey) 
B. LEADERSHIP/ATTRIBUTES 
 

1.Tell me about your successes in leading organizations toward 
a new direction and different outcomes. 
Led teams that negotiated, closed and managed in excess of  
$140 MM (50% of total organization’s revenue) of annual 
value representing ~ $ 1 billion dollars of contract value. 
While reducing or saving the clients in excess of $ 200 MM 
during the contract period. All the offices operating within 
these parameters consistently exceeded the company’s profit 
requirements. This effort included developing a cultural 
changing business model that challenged the mindset within 
the client and provider’s culture. One of the single largest 
obstacles was overcoming internal challenges and obstacles. 
These were overcome through education and measuring the 
success of the change. 
 
Co Chaired the technology and best practices integration team 
for an organization that was created through the acquisition of 
three competitors, I was part of one of the acquired 
companies, in the same industry that were integrated into one 
brand, a single minded delivery of common best practices, one 
culture. This integration was very successful due to the fact 
that the sum of the parts was greater than each of the original 
organizations.  Today this organization arguable has the most 
recognized Brand in the industry 
 
Was the senior member of an integration team to integrate the 
fourth acquisition into the company my role was to 1) 
integrate and drive the value of the manufacturing capabilities 
of the acquired company into the mainline business 2) 
integrate what had been two competing service applications 
and different approaches into a single seamless operation 
following integrated best practices, equipment and tools. 3) 
Integrate the sale and marketing teams into a cohesive, 
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aggressive and successful function. Today these functions are 
viewed, arguable, in the industry as BIC benchmarks in their 
respective fields. 
Operational Responsible for all aspects of a $ 370 MM with ~ 
2800 employees business.  The business achieved a top line 
growth of 50% with an increase of ~ 100% in EBITDA 
growth during my tenure. This organization was built on the 
acquisition of at least 13 different companies many of them 
allowed to continue to operate under the previous name, 
previous legacy management and process no synergies had 
been realized.  To achieve the objective of the new owner the 
organization had to be integrated into one with one brand, one 
process of operation, and one safety culture. This organization 
prior to the new team coming on board, which I was a part of, 
had experienced two bankruptcies in the previous five years. 
As a result a winning / can do attitude and corporate pride had 
to be rebuilt in the organization.  This was key to the financial 
and integration success. 
 
Led cultural and organization changes within two 
organizations to ensure operational integrity resulting in a 
reduction of more than 50% in OSHA TIRR in a two year 
period as well as significant reduction in contract churn 
 
Was selected to participate in an organizational restructuring 
and integration team to drive increased cash flow, ROCE, 
consolidated overhead, focus on higher margin service lines 
and geographical consolidation. This was a full time role and I 
was sequestered with the integration team for a period of 3 
months to craft the plan for this change in the organization. 
Key markets, services applications, compensation, benefits 
etc. were evaluated with projected revenue and profit margins 
generated through the use of varies tools including Monte 
Carlo systems etc. Straw man organization with operational 
and support functions clearly defined and created. With an 
assessment of and decisions made regarding the locations, 
services and clients that would be transitioned out of the 
business. I was assigned as the lead operations manager to 
lead the restructure which included aligning the remaining 
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senior management team with the integration plans, notifying 
the existing managers if they were or were not a part of the go 
forward plan and their career/role options within the new 
organization, if there were roles for them. Teams that included 
critical functions (HR, Finance, Facilities Management) were 
created to role out plan to key clients and markets, to close and 
consolidate operational centers, realign personnel and 
equipment assets within the exiting operational centers.   The 
effort resulted in an increase in profit of ~ 50% while only 
experiencing a 20% drop in revenue. 

 
2. How would your past stakeholders describe your approaches 

in helping them think through their decision making while not 
substituting your judgment for theirs? 

Generally collaborative, requiring the team to have the ability 
to tell the value “story”. Communicate the 
approach/process/idea in a simple understandable manner. 
Develop the model and story such that it is measurable 
defendable, is it quickly implementable, as well as provides 
the lowest cost of transition. Expect the team to understand the 
risks to the approach, is it transferrable to other opportunities 
both vertically and horizontally. Develop an environment of 
“creative tension” to hone the ideas prior to delivering into the 
market or organization. These discussions generally occur 
with the key team members in attendance so that there is 
significant diversity in views and perspective. Look for 
agreement but not consensus and if necessary I will be the tie- 
breaker. 

 
C. MANAGEMENT 
1. How would past superiors describe your approaches to 

profitable project management and follow through? 
• Disciplined rigorous approach to pre-planning that included 

the following key elements: 
• Ownership / involvement of the project owner (client 

internal or external). 
• Involvement of required functional disciplines, 
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• Development and implementation of robust Health and 
Safety Action Plans (HASAP) 

• Identification of controlled and uncontrolled variables and 
the risk associated with these variables. Contingency plans 
based on experiential knowledge / probability 

• Agreement with all stakeholders of the project objective, 
other objectives (agendas) and agreement of scope of work. 
Stakeholder acceptance of the SOP and quality assurance 
process 

• Detailed job design and procedure with defined procedure 
stop, inspect and approve milestones. 

• Defining and project the anticipated gross margins to be 
realized and access the risk to margin for loss of 
productivity and/or utilization. 

• MOC process that is understood by all with approvers 
defined and the time required for approval 

• Develop / acquire Project Management Tools that provide 
assessment of actual progress vs. schedule vs. budget and 
allows team to forecast outcome 

• Defined status review schedule with key project and 
stakeholders 

• Debriefing at the completion of each project to ID 
improvement areas 

 
2. Describe the process you utilized to track and achieve 

benchmark metrics against known best practices? 
Developed an “in house” system that ID relevant KPIs both 
internal and external, developed work processes to ensure 
procedural compliance, and measurable sustainable 
improvements in productivity (asset utilization) and profit 
margins both internal and external. At the time the team did 
not realize that the system was a hybrid of TQM, ISO, Six 
Sigma and Lean’s 5S processes. 

 
3. Describe a situation in which you had to effectively track, 

monitor and document complex processes. 
Awarded several of the largest on going on site service 
contracts in the industrial cleaning industry displacing 
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multiple providers across the U.S. The complexity of the 
transition was heightened; as these were unique first of their 
kind performance based contracting models in this service 
industry and client base. 
• Example 1 the breadth of the transition and implementation 

included moving resources on sight at 11 of the owner’s 15 
manufacturing facilities in the US.  Deploying start-up 
teams and hiring in excess of 300 new employees that had 
been trained and certified in specific service competencies 
within a six month period. 

• Example 2: Similar contract assuming on site operations at 
5 of the owners largest manufacturing facilities; one of 
these facilities included the largest chemical manufacturing 
facility in the U.S. hiring  200 plus new employees in a four 
month time frame 

• KPI and benchmark baselines had to be developed and 
sustained, 

• A data base ERP system was developed in house that 
allowed for each site to evaluate their individual sites 
improvement in productivity resulting cost savings, 
improved / reduced Total Cost of Owner (TCO) while also 
benchmarking themselves against the other sites so that best 
practices could be measured, transferred across sites and 
sustained. 

• Created a team of reliability engineers to operate within all 
contracts on site to drive, measure and own the process of 
continuous improvement. (Six Sigma type improvement 
process) 

A critical element of services provided in a recent organization 
was inert entry, which required the manufacturing of breathing 
air devices, and monitoring tools, these tools were regulated 
by NIOSH and controlled using ISO 9001 process. It was 
determined through a regulatory audit that there had been 
changes made to the devices, base design, that were not 
consistent with the NIOSH certification consequently the 
organization was subjected to a conditional status with a 
defined time line to resolve the design / or compliance issues 
and reapply for certification and or succeed in achieving 
recertification by satisfying a rigorous review and audit 
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process. A work team was put in place from exiting SME as 
 

well as engaging other industry SME as members of the team 
to act in an advisor capacity. A project management plan with 
the agency milestones being used as the driver for the plan’s 
schedule and deliverables were developed and implemented.  
The plan also included a process to evaluate if the business 
should be in the manufacturing business or should the process 
be outsourced. The team was engaged, the process reviewed 
and agreed to by all parties. As the senior executive of the 
operations I acted as executive sponsor of the project with 
direct oversight of the team’s progress. The team met and 
exceeded the schedule and compliance issues which resulted 
in recertification of the tools within a six-month period. The 
team also came to the conclusion that most cost effective and 
technically current action for the long term would be to exit 
the manufacturing process and transition to a third party that 
had been vetted and confirmed as an outsourced partner.  A 
capital expenditure plan and transition time line was created 
and presented to the board to approve for execution. 

 
D. INTERPERSONAL COMPETENCIES 

 
1. How did you grow so passionate about your profession? 

Much of my passion comes from: 
• An inherent desire to be viewed as a valued member of the 

organization and a game changer. 
• To be a part of an organization that is viewed as the best of 

the best and to be a part of the reason for this perspective 
• Ambition 
• To ensure that service organizations and their employees 

are recognized as valuable contributors to the owner’s / 
client’s success. 

 
2. Discuss your methods of diagnosing and exceeding 

client/customer needs. 
Today the method is described as the 5 why process. The key 
to the process is ensuring that the discussions with the client 
are such that the core business objectives are understood and 
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clearly know what success will look like and how it will be 
measured.  It is important to truly understand the economics 
(value proposition) of the client at this point. This process, 
will, if applied appropriately vet through the wants vs. the 
need, it will allow the appropriate level of expectations to be 
set. Without this agreement the end point is a moving target. It 
is also critical during this phase to understand the stakeholders 
and their role i.e. are they the boots on the ground focused on 
schedule and budget alone or are they the owners of the 
money and responsible for the outcome. Who can approve 
MOC? Which is more critical the application, the outcome, or 
the task schedule and budget. Does the client understand the 
total cost of ownership? 
 
Approach each task and client request as a project and manage 
it as such, see response to C-1.  It is critical that during the 
process the provider must be willing to challenge the client’s 
perspective. This process will ensure that the client 
expectations are meet. If you exceed them be sure you are 
compensated in some manner for doing so. 

 
E. FIT/ALIGNMENT/TRANSITION 
 

3. Capsulate your knowledge of the energy industry and what 
makes it tick.  What is your knowledge of the industrial 
manufacturing industry? 

Whoa this is a big question!! 
What I do understand is that the energy market and those 
services that provide value to the energy market will not be 
going away. Energy consumption will increase world wide in 
the next 20 years ~ 40% as measured in quadrillion BTUs with 
the projected bulk of the energy still coming from liquid 
hydrocarbons (crude etc.) (As documented in an eia 
publication International Energy Outlook 2011). Over the past 
few years due to the ability to more cost effectively extract 
natural gas, and as an ancillary result, new reserves of inland 
liquid petroleum products combined with the improvements in 
bitumen extraction in Canada, the level of hydrocarbons that 
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need to be moved to market has expanded to the point that it 
has exceeded the capacity of the pipeline infrastructure,  
(From a report by Embridge’s CEO, Al Monaco, CNBC, 
March 6 2013). The increase in drilling, pipeline construction, 
rehabilitation, expansion in the energy markets to 
accommodate the bitumen, as well as the expansion in the 
chemical manufacturing sector driven by lower feed stock 
prices, is creating a significantly improved market for those 
organizations that are positioned to take advantage of this 
expansion. Aegion seems to be uniquely positioned to do just 
that especially within the pipeline industry. Not only is there a 
need for rehabilitation in the pipeline sector in the U.S. there is 
also substantial rehabilitation and expansion requirements / 
need in the exiting refining sector as there has not been a new, 
greenfield, refinery in the U.S. since the early 1980’s. 
 
Manufacturing experience: The bulk of my experience comes 
from providing critical services to manufactures of all types 
such as refining, petrochemical, automotive, steel, food etc. 
During my time at HydorChem I was the executive with 
responsibility for a small very efficient tool and equipment 
manufacturing facility. 

 
4. Why do you believe this is the right fit for you at this point in 

your career? 
My operating experience detailed below I believe makes me a 
strong candidate for this role. 

 Experience within both private and public companies, large 
and small, 

 My hands on experience of integrating acquired businesses 
into a single brand and operational practices 

 Living with the outcome, good or bad as the or one of the 
senior executives of the integrated business, 

 Ability to interact equally well with the C-Suite team as well 
as the operator / craftsman on the floor or in the field 

 My commitment to a long term role that will allow me to 
make a difference in the growth and sustainability of an 
organization 
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The more difficult and more important question would be the 
fit between the organization and me. 

 
5. What would it take for you to make a career change?  Why 

move now? 
The right fit organizationally, a role that provides value to the 
company and allows me significant influence in the 
organizations growth and the ability to effectively maintain a 
personal balance of life. 
 
I am currently in a transitional role committed to assisting my 
current organization to exit the U.S. in a manner that is 
respectful of the employees and beneficial to the Brand. This 
will allow the organization to focus solely on the Canadian 
Market. This transition will be complete by May 1. 

 
6. Fully describe your experience in General Management 

around growth targets. 

In every role I have had in my 36 years in the industrial 
service / consulting sector a critical element has been focused 
on the growth of the organization from BD, Sales Project 
Management, and Operational Excellence perspective This 
growth focus was always coupled with the value, the return, 
(P&L responsibility), that the growth would bring to the 
organization. The last several years the roles I had the “ Buck 
Stops Here” role as it related to growth and P&L and overall 
organization accountability. 

2011 - Present                                   CEDA International 
Executive Vice President U.S. Market and Officer 
• Responsible for all operations, safety, HR, business 

development, P&L for all business units in the U.S. Primary 
objective to position the infrastructure and culture of the 
business in the market to support both organic and 
acquisition growth. 

 Key Accomplishments: 
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• Reduced SGA by over 30% in first 12 months, Decreased 
the over all cost of goods sold by 25% in same time period. 

• Improved personnel utilization by 20%.  Improved GM 
no less than 6% in Industrial Services Sector first full year 

• Realigned Safety Culture achieved a 0 OSHA TIRR for a 
current run of 18 months 

• Developed a set of Visual Management tools (Created 
systems, processes, tools) that would provide day-to-day – 
week-to-week snap shots of the businesses financial 
/Operational status also provide weekly and monthly 
forecast. 

• 70 % of all legacy contracts renegotiated to satisfy new risk 
management and governance requirements of stakeholders. 

2009 - 2010                           United States Industrial Services 
Vice President Strategic Business Development 
• Responsible to evaluate various independent businesses and 

integrate into a process - growth driven organization. 
• Key Accomplishments: First year integrated multiple stand-

alone organizations into a single Value Stream (seamless 
operations) and growth engine. Elimination of waste by 
consolidating administration, sales and operations while 
maintaining and growing the organizations revenue stream. 
Initiated procurement team and processes to leverage spend 
and consolidate providers. 

• Secured the renewal of organizations largest contracts into 
more profitable commercial model and execution strategy. 

2005 - 2009              PSC Industrial Services, Houston Texas 
Division Vice President 
• Division Operations Officer: Responsible for all operations, 

safety, HR, business development for a $370MM 
industrial services business unit with ~ 2800 employees. 

• Major Client Economics: Develop and implement systems 
and processes to assure contract compliance, sustain and 
grow revenue stream, increase profit dollars by no less than 
50% within the organizations twenty largest clients. 
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• Key Accomplishments: Team grew revenues in excess of 
$100M and increased EBITDA margins by ~ 100% 
while reducing the OSHA TIRR by more than 50% in a 
two year period. 

2004 - 2005      Evergreen Industrial Services, Houston Texas 
Vice President 
• Responsible for Operations and Business development of 

small start-up firm. 
• Accomplishments: Doubled revenues and improved 

margins by 50%, established a BD and operations team to 
more effectively position the business for growth multiples 

2002-2004                                 CH2MHILL Houston, Texas 
Senior Client Services Manager and Regional Director 
AWP 
• Responsible for organic growth in Texas refinery market as 

well as directed 50-60 air water process engineers and 
scientist across the southeast US. 

• Negotiated and closed national contract for strategic waste 
management valued at greater than $ 100 MM 

• Led a team in the development and implementation of add 
on non-core businesses for a fortune 1000 company to 
strengthen profits per unit of the core business. 

1977 - 2002         Halliburton/HydroChem Industrial Services  
Vice President and Officer 
• Responsible for Business Development, Managed Services, 

Specialized Technical Services, Regional Operations, Six 
Sigma deployment, Contract review 

• Held various local, regional and national positions within 
operations and business development throughout my 25 
years tenure. These positions were located across the U.S. 

• Key Accomplishments: Introduced Managed Service 
program to the company and the industry which drove the 
development and deployment of various performance / 
value based “commercial models” and processes. 
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Established a team of engineers and business process 
specialist to create reengineer, and integrated new and more 
cost effective business models into client’s operations and 
supplier management processes. 

• Deployed a Six-Sigma team designed to negotiate and 
provide improved supplier relationships 

 
7. Have you been involved in the offer of technology with a 

service? 
Yes, I have co-author and was awarded a patent, US Patent 
No: 6,503,334.  Published a technical paper for the power 
industry. Was at one time responsible for the review and 
approval of proposed R&D projects and capital also 
responsible to work with the legal team to determine if a 
product, technology etc. would provide value by applying for 
and / or sustaining a patent. 
 
Responsible for designing large chemical cleaning and 
hydraulic cleaning applications in industries ranging from 
refining, petrochemical, power (regulated and non regulated), 
pulp and paper, steel, automotive pharmaceutical etc. 
 
Worked closely with process, water and waste water 
operations in manufacturing facilities as well as their process 
and corrosion control SME to ensure the protection and life 
extension of systems etc. 
 
CH2MHill was responsible for the Air Water and Process 
technologies and technologist for the organizations Southeast 
Region. 

 
8. Fully describe your experience and background in Corporate 

Development/Mergers and Acquisitions. 
Most recently was the senior operations executive tasked with 
divesting a non-core business. Participated in creating the 
prospectus, developed and delivered the business value 
presentation to the potential buyers. Worked with the finalist 
to hone their offer during their due diligence, participated in 



P a g e   |  154   

the final decision in selecting the successfully bidder. My 
objective was to find a buyer that most closely aligned with 
the acquired organization’s culture, provide the least impact to 
the employees as well as provide the greatest value to the 
market. I participated in the negotiations with the successfully 
buyer re: the transition process, client communications and 
notifications, contract assignment, and facility (brick and 
motor) issues from environmental to lease assignment or 
termination. The process from start to finish was accomplished 
in a nine month time period. 
 
I was an employee of one of three acquired companies of a 
holding company; all three were from the same industry and 
were competitors. One small regional player and two larger 
national companies that were integrated into one brand, a 
single-minded delivery of best practices, one culture. I Co 
Chaired the technology and best practices integration team for 
the organization from which common standard operating 
practice were developed, common focus on R&D, new 
engineering manuals created and published. This integration 
was very successful as the sum of the parts was greater than 
each of the original organizations. 
 
Participated as an operational /market SME on a, acquisition / 
integration team focused on the potential acquisition of a 
similar national provider that would fill certain geographic 
gaps in the buying organizations portfolio. A key element of 
my role was to evaluate the operational viability and was it 
reasonable transferable into the existing organization with a 
focus on technology, training, equipment type, diversity of 
service applications etc. I worked with the finance and M&A 
team to develop a purchased price model and time frame for 
realizing the ROI required from the acquisition.  The price was 
submitted, made the short list but we could not make the 
model (pro-forma) work to meet other competing offers so the 
decision was made to step away from the process. 
 
Halliburton, I was the senior manager that participated in the 
positioning of the BU for sale, participated in the development  



P a g e   |  155   

 

and the presentation of the business presentation to potential 
buyers, assisted in the buyers due diligence efforts.  We were 
successful upon close I began to participate in the integration 
of the businesses. (See second paragraph this section) 
 

 
9. Fully describe your experience and background in integrating 

new organizations or divisions within an existing corporate 
structure. 

CEDA: one of my primary tasks when hired was to build a 
culture and infrastructure in the U.S. that could accommodate 
multiples of growth through acquisition. Key actions taken: 
Hire two key team members that had experience in market 
management during the acquisition process and an executive 
supply chain manager who as a client had experienced both 
good and bad provider acquisitions and understood the 
contractual impact and potential service disruption due to an 
acquisition of a service provider. The company was based in 
Canada with its core operations in Canada but had the desire 
to aggressively pursue acquisition growth in the U.S. A key 
element in the U.S. was to embrace the processes and systems 
that were applicable in the U.S. and evaluate corporate / work 
processes that were not transferrable across the border. 
Consequently new U.S. systems and processes were created to 
fit the U.S. needs but were still in alignment with the company 
values. Integrated the sales (managed by the new sale 
executive), safety, supply chain (managed by new supply 
chain executive) and created a U.S. VP of operations role for 
all U.S. businesses. The focus of this role under my direction 
was to ensure personnel and equipment resources were 
leveraged across all businesses. 
 
I was a senior leader of one of three companies acquired by a 
holding company; all three were from the same industry and 
were competitors. One small regional player and two larger 
national companies. The intent of the integration was that all 
three would be integrated into one brand, a single-minded 
delivery of common best practices, and one culture. I Co 
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Chaired the technology and best practices integration team for 
the organization, from which common standard operating 
practice were developed, a common focus on R&D, new 
engineering manuals created and published. This integration 
was very successful due to the fact that the sum of the parts 
was greater than each of the original organizations. Result was 
this organization doubled in size in a span of 5 years and is 
today arguable the technology leader in the industry it serves. 
 
Was the senior member of an integration team after the 
acquisition of a fourth company my role was to 1) integrate 
and drive the value of the manufacturing capabilities of the 
acquired company into the mainline business 2) integrate what 
had been two competing service applications and different 
approaches into a single seamless operation following 
integrated best practices and use of the same equipment and 
tools. 3) Integrate the sale and marketing teams into a 
cohesive, aggressive and successful function. Today these 
functions are viewed, arguable, in the industry as BIC 
benchmarks in their respective fields. 
 
Led an organization that was built on the acquisition of at least 
13 different companies many of them allowed to continue to 
operate under the previous name, legacy management and 
processes as a result no synergies had been realized.  To 
achieve the objective of the new owner the organization had to 
be integrated into one brand, one process for operation, and 
one safety culture. This organization prior to the new team 
coming on board, which I was a part of, had experienced two 
bankruptcies in the previous five years. As a result a winning / 
can do attitude and corporate pride had to be rebuilt in the 
organization.  This was key to the financial and integration 
success. 

 
10. What would your exit strategy be to leave your current 

employment?  When could you be available to begin? 
I have an agreed to exit strategy that has been negotiated and 
verbally committed to; this document should be executed 



P a g e   |  157   

within the next 1-2 weeks. Per my employment contract I have 
been provided 90 days notice based on my own project 
timetable to fulfill my commitment to complete the closure of 
the U.S. business. My relationship with my current employer 
is outstanding. 

 
11. Briefly describe your Profit and Loss experience and results. 

In every role I have had in my 36 years in the industrial 
service / consulting sector a critical element has been focused 
on the Profit and Loss of the business I was accountable for 
profit which was measured in many different ways Gross 
Margin, EBITDA, EBIT, Net Income, ROCE. The last several 
years the roles I have had were the “Buck Stops Here” role. 

2011 - Present                                         CEDA International 
Executive Vice President U.S. Market and Officer 
• Responsible for all operations, safety, HR, business 

development, P&L for all business units in the U.S. Primary 
objective to position the infrastructure and culture of the 
business in the market to support both organic and 
acquisition growth. 

• Key Accomplishments: 
• Reduced SGA by over 30% in first 12 months, Decreased 

the over all cost of goods sold by 25% in same time period. 
• Improved personnel utilization by 20%.  Improved GM 

no less than 6% in Industrial Services Sector first full year 
• Realigned Safety Culture achieved a 0 OSHA TIRR for a 

current run of 18 months 
• Developed a set of Visual Management tools (Created 

systems, processes, tools) that would provide day-to-day – 
week-to-week snap shots of the businesses financial 
/Operational status also provide weekly and monthly 
forecast. 

• 70 % of all legacy contracts renegotiated to satisfy new risk 
management and governance requirements of stakeholders. 
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2009 - 2010                           United States Industrial Services 
Vice President Strategic Business Development 
• Responsible to evaluate various independent businesses and 

integrate into a process - growth driven organization. 
• Key Accomplishments: First year integrated multiple stand-

alone organizations into a single Value Stream (seamless 
operations) and growth engine. Elimination of waste by 
consolidating administration, sales and operations while 
maintaining and growing the organizations revenue stream. 
Initiated procurement team and processes to leverage spend 
and consolidate providers. 

• Secured the renewal of organizations largest contracts into 
more profitable commercial model and execution strategy. 

2005 - 2009               PSC Industrial Services, Houston Texas 
Division Vice President 
• Division Operations Officer: Responsible for all operations, 

safety, HR, business development for a $370MM 
industrial services business unit with ~ 2800 employees. 

• Major Client Economics: Develop and implement systems 
and processes to assure contract compliance, sustain and 
grow revenue stream, increase profit dollars by no less than 
50% within the organizations twenty largest clients. 

• Key Accomplishments: Team grew revenues in excess of 
$100M and increased EBITDA margins by ~ 100% 
while reducing the OSHA TIRR by more than 50% in a 
two year period. 

2004 - 2005      Evergreen Industrial Services, Houston Texas 
Vice President 
• Responsible for Operations and Business development of 

small start-up firm. 
• Accomplishments: Doubled revenues and improved 

margins by 50%, established a BD and operations team to 
more effectively position the business for growth multiples 
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2002-2004                                 CH2MHILL Houston, Texas 
Senior Client Services Manager and Regional Director 
AWP 
• Responsible for organic growth in Texas refinery market as 

well as directed 50-60 air water process engineers and 
scientist across the southeast US. 

• Negotiated and closed national contract for strategic waste 
management valued at greater than $ 100 MM 

• Led a team in the development and implementation of add 
on non-core businesses for a fortune 1000 company to 
strengthen profits per unit of the core business. 

1977 - 2002         Halliburton/HydroChem Industrial Services  
Vice President and Officer 
• Responsible for Business Development, Managed Services, 

Specialized Technical Services, Regional Operations, Six 
Sigma deployment, Contract review 

• Held various local, regional and national positions within 
operations and business development throughout my 25 
years tenure. These positions were located across the U.S. 

• Key Accomplishments: Introduced Managed Service 
program to the company and the industry which drove the 
development and deployment of various performance / 
value based “commercial models” and processes. 
Established a team of engineers and business process 
specialist to create reengineer, and integrated new and more 
cost effective business models into client’s operations and 
supplier management processes. 

• Deployed a Six-Sigma team designed to negotiate and 
provide improved supplier relationships 

 
12. Briefly describe your Project Management experience and 

results. 
All my training and my first field assignment to the most 
senior field management assignment have centered on project 
and / or program management. I have been responsible in 
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nearly every case the sell, design, staff / resource, execute, 
close, debrief and collect for large and small projects and 
programs. 
 
Project Management: I have been Project Manager responsible 
for design and execution of projects with as many as 300 field 
personnel on site with diverse service applications being 
delivered in a “Critical Path Model”.  The number of projects 
executed under the “Critical Path Model” approaches 100%. I 
have managed T&M, unit Rates, Lump Sum, Cost 
Reimbursable, and unique performance based models. 
 
Results: Have ranged from  “nailed it to the just survived “ 
successes. Of course there have been execution failures that 
provided great learning but I have been fortunate that the 
failures have been limited, manageable and not catastrophic, a 
few could have been without the proper response but that is 
where the learning manifest themselves. 
 
Program Manager: In the past few years I have acted as 
“Program Manager” for large diverse contracts / business 
models that ranged across NA, across multiple operational 
sectors, with geographical diversity. Within these Programs is 
the execution of 1000’s of projects annually delivering 
services that range from preventative maintenance, 
turnaround, capital, life extension, rehabilitation projects etc. 
 
Results: The definition of success of these types of programs 
is complex and differs at various levels of the partnership’s 
team however the programs were in all cases deemed as 
success by all stakeholders. As in project management I have 
experienced wildly successful programs that are automatically 
renewed and those where negotiations are required to extend. 

 
13. Briefly describe your M&A/divestiture/integration project 

experience. 
I have participated as a senior operations leader in the sell / 
divestiture of the organization in which I was a senior leader. 
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Upon completion of the sales effort I become a part of the 
integration team that was in place to integrate this acquisition 
as well as one other acquired organization. Please see section 
E- 6&7 
 
On two different occasions I led or was a senior team member 
responsible for the integration of multiple business that had 
been acquired and/or were not either fully integrated at the 
time of close or were allowed to operate independently 
without providing strategic leverage in either the market or 
financials of the business. In both cases a critical hurdle was 
that the founders or senior leaders of the legacy organizations 
were either never assimilated or were unwilling to fully 
integrate themselves and their organization into the parent 
company. Please see section E-6&& 
 
Several times in my career, in fact is been the norm the last 
several years, I have been tasked with the responsibility to 
realign organizational cultures into a cultural that would be 
scalable and provide the foundation for significant growth 
organically and through acquisitions. I use the term realign but 
integration is also applicable as the new vision, values, 
systems, process and in nearly all cases new management has 
to be integrated into the organization.   Please see section E-
6&7 
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E. SELF ASSESSMENT 
 

1. Please rate yourself on the following skills/attributes with 1 
being low and 10 being the highest.  
 

Thinking Skills  People Skills  
Intelligence 7 First impression made 8 
Judgment 8 Ability to win the liking and 

respect of people over time 9 Decision Making 9 
Creativity 9 Listening to others in regards to 

their own field of expertise 9 
Strategic skill 8 
Pragmatism 8 Assertiveness 8 
Calculated Risk Taking 7 Political savvy 7 
Leading-edge 
perspective 9 Willingness to take direction 9 

  Negotiating skills 9 
Communications  Persuasion skills 8 
One-one 8   
In meetings 8 Motivation  
Speeches 8 Drive 8 
Written 8 Ambition 8 
  Customer focus 9 
Initiative  Enthusiasm 9 
Perseverance 9 Tenacity 1

0 
Independence 9 Balance in life 8 
High standards 1

0 
  

Adaptable 8 Managerial Abilities  
  Leadership 8 
Stress Management  Ability to hire the best people 7 
Stress Management 
(general) 8 Ability to train and coach 7 

Integrity 1
0 

Willingness to remove those who 
are hopelessly incompetent 1

0 Self-awareness 7 
Willingness to admit 
mistakes 7 Goal setting 9 

  Change management 8 
Work Habits  Empowerment 8 
Time management 8 Promoting diversity 9 
Organization/planning 8 Monitoring performance 1

0 
  Building team efforts 9 
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F. PERFORMANCE EXPECTATIONS: 
 

During the first year, the successful candidate will be expected to 
achieve the goals below.  Please provide short examples of 
instances where you have achieved similar goals. Use this format 
SITUATION (what was the situation or objective or task you were 
trying to accomplish) ACTION (what steps did you take) 
RESULTS (what were the results of your actions, should be 
quantifiable if possible) 
 
1. Develop an integration plan for ensuring continuity of 

operations from an acquired entity. 
The objective as written appears to assume that there will be 
no impact to the operations of the buying organization, which 
from my experience is not the case. In my experience the 
impact to the acquired and the buyer had to be equally 
considered and managed.  The example used is from a market 
penetration / technology acquisition. This type of integration 
experience has the highest potential risk to market share and 
sustaining the technology differentiation. Consequently the 
integration process scheduled should be developed with a high 
sense of urgency. 
Example: Was the senior member of an integration team after 
the acquisition of a fourth company my role was to 
1) Integrate and drive the value of the manufacturing 
capabilities of the acquired company into the mainline 
business. 
2) Integrate what had been two competing service applications 
and different approaches into a single seamless operation 
following integrated best practices, equipment and tools. 3) 
Integrate the sale and marketing teams into a cohesive, 
aggressive and successful function. 
Today these functions are viewed, arguable, in the industry as 
BIC benchmarks in their respective fields, the market share, 
the integration of the new tools and service delivery models 
were deployed nationally by the end of the first year. 
Critical Actions – Plans: 
Pre – Close 
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1) Clearly define the near term and long term sustainable 
objectives of the acquisition. Be able to and develop the tools 
to communicate to every level of the organization 
2) Identify the critical team functions and members from both 
organizations. If possible have the team co-chaired by a 
representative from each organization. As a minimum team 
should include 
• Operations Field and Manufacturing 
• Technology “Service” 
• IT 
• HR 
• Safety 
• Finance 
• Supply chain contract management 
• Sales – Marketing - BD 

3) Will the acquisition allow for the acquired employees near 
term to maintain their legacy plans? If so this should be the 
last focus of the integration team and occur only after the 
operations and market has been stabilized and integrated. If 
not this should a significant focus with the highest sense of 
urgency for the team. In the case of this example the employee 
plans remained in place until the first new business year. 
4) Understand the current environment within both 
organizations related to what has and has not been 
communicated, what are the stories and / or rumors impacting 
the organizations focus of the on-going businesses 
 Collaborate with leaders of both organizations on a 

communication strategy that can be shared through out both 
organizations.  The intent is to diffuse the stories and 
rumors that are generally more damaging to the continuity 
of the operation than the facts and realty of the integration. 

5) Develop an understanding of the market impact both 
positive and negative to the acquisition. Craft a response to 
both that will be delivered hand in hand by the key client 
/market relationship owners (account managers etc.)  Develop 
a post acquisition plan to communicate to the market. 
6) Understand the “at risk” projects and programs. The key 
personnel associated with these contracts. Craft a short-term 
plan to retain key project, technology and account  



P a g e   |  165   

 

management/leadership personnel. This effort must take into 
consideration the potential impact to both organizations. 
7) Establish the key milestone for the integration activity and 
what the end of the project will look like and how success will 
be measured. 
8) Identify the redundant contracts, functions, and roles 
develop communication plans, back up plans for personnel 
within these redundant roles. 
 
Post Close: ASAP 
1) Immediately get with the key personnel identified in the 
action, plans above as critical, to communicate their value to 
plan and organization as well as the retention plans that are 
being offered as an indication of their value to the process. 
Solicit these employees’ help in delivering the message to 
internal and external stakeholders. 
2) Deploy communication teams made up of the various 
members of the team to communicate to all levels within both 
organizations as soon as possible. Town hall type meetings. 
These meeting should occur as closely to the timing of items 1 
as possible 
3) Get in front of the key clients/market owners with a unified 
communication package that will address contract 
assignability, project sustainability, dispel any immediate 
concerns re: service disruption, if there are redundant 
relationships with the organization have a near term plan for 
these functions to collaborate in the management of these 
functions until the appropriate time to eliminate the over laps. 
4) Initiate a follow up communication schedule with the key 
personnel, the organizations as a whole, and key clients to 
ensure all are apprised of the integration status etc. Depending 
on the level of risk these communication efforts may be daily 
but no less than weekly the first month of the integration 
process. 
5) Identify key members of both organizations that will be 
tasked with evaluation of redundant functions and how to 
leverage these functions to meet the objectives of the 
acquisition. 
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2. Drive a cohesive, shared culture for an acquired entity and 

Aegion with considerable sensitivity and finesse such that one 
is not deemed superior to the other. 

A key element of achieving this goal is to be truly committed 
to the perspective that the combination of the organizations 
will be greater than the original. So many in the business 
world believe that an acquisition is one of power and 
superiority of one business over the other. This could not be 
further from reality. A “we are better than you” mind set may 
be the leading cause of integration failures. 
 
A key element to a successful integration plan is to understand 
if the acquired company’s brand will remain intact or will be 
absorbed into the buyers Brand. The answer will determine the 
level of sensitivity across the organization as well as how the 
integration process is mapped / developed. 
 
Example: 
I was a senior leader of one of three companies acquired by a 
holding company; all three were from the same industry and 
were competitors. One small regional player and two larger 
national companies. The intent of the integration was that all 
three would be integrated into one brand, a single-minded 
delivery of common best practices, and one culture. I co-
chaired the technology and best practices integration team for 
the organization, from which common standard operating 
practice were developed, a common focus on R&D, new 
engineering manuals created and published. This integration 
was very successful as the sum of the parts was greater than 
each of the original organizations. Result was this organization 
doubled in size in a span of 5 years and is today arguable the 
technology leader in the industry it serves. 
 
Same integration plan as G-1 with the same focus on a 
collaborative effort of leadership from both organizations.  
“Seek to understand before being understood” (Stephen 
Covey). Lean on the company’s leadership to guide and direct 
the effort internally allow them to be the messenger. Provide  
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them the incentives through the potential success of the 
transition to be a passionate motivated change agent within 
their own organization. A critical element or action item in the 
success of this effort is to evaluate and determine if the leaders 
will be capable, motivated and disciplined enough to drive the 
change. 

 
3. Collaborate with the management staff of an acquired entity to 

foster a culture of engagement and commitment to the growth 
and margin targets. 

The same-mind set of sensitivity to the legacy management 
team, as described in question 2 above, is necessary to 
accomplish this objective as well. I have several instances 
where I have been tasked to improve – optimize the growth 
and margin contributions from various organizations. 
 
From a growth perspective it is critical to understand the 
following 
1) To understand what the organization sells, how they sell vs. 
what the market is buying and how. 
2) Who is the client’s end user, who are they selling to within 
the client’s supply chain? Are they selling transactionally or 
strategically do they understand the difference.  How are they 
structured, can they be effective selling at all levels of an 
organization? 
3) How are clients buying today? What is the supply chain 
strategy within the client’s organization? Are they centralized 
or decentralized? 
4) In todays global market place it is critical to be able to align 
the value the product delivers to the client value proposition 
not in sales speak but in measurable value. 
5) The organization has to understand the client’s Total Cost 
of Ownership (TCO) and be able to communicate the TCO 
buyer. Part of this is a complete understanding of your own 
costs not just the cost to deliver but also the cost of the client 
to buy and execute services provided.  This is critical to the 
overall value alignment between the client and the provider. 
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6) If an organization does understand the value alignment with 
the client’s value how do they demonstrate this alignment in 
the sales and / or contracting models? What level of the 
client’s risk is the organization willing to assume / share? This 
is how many clients are buying or hope to buy today. 
 
Margin – This will create some of the more uncomfortable 
conversations regarding management practices. 
1) Understand cost drivers all cost drivers both the direct and 
indirect 
2) Utilization effect on the recovery, pricing, requirements of 
the services 
3) Are there tools in place to allow the organization to 
evaluate the management of these cost elements other than the 
monthly P&L or weekly Project Management report? 
4) What costs are truly variable and what are fixed? My 
experience is that these are rarely understood. 
5) Is there a common set of KPI that each organization 
manages to and are they consistently managed throughout the 
organization? 
6) Is there a resource / asset leverage tool in place to manage 
not only vertical but horizontal asset leverage? 
7) What is the improvement process in place or is there one 
such as 5S (lean) Six Sigma? 
 
Experience: 
Led teams that negotiated, closed and managed in excess of  $ 
140 MM of annual value (50% of the companies revenue) 
representing ~ $ 1 billion dollars of contract value. While 
reducing or saving the clients in excess of $ 200 MM during 
the contract period. This effort included developing a cultural 
changing business model that challenged the industry mindset 
within the client and provider’s organizations. One of the 
single largest obstacles was overcoming internal challenges 
and obstacles. These were overcome through education and 
measuring the success of the change 
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IV. REFERENCE AUDIT 

REFERENCE REPORT 
Name:  Dwane Ruiz 
 
Dates of Reference Calls:  March 28 to April 2 
Conducted by: Mary Campagnano, Partner 
 

Relati
onship  Name 

Current Title, Current 
Organization  
Former Title, 
Organization when 
Affiliated 

Dates of 
Associatio
n 

Superi
or 
 

Jim 
Osborne 
 

COO, CEDA International Jan 2011 to 
Date 
 COO, CEDA International 

Superi
or 

Rod 
Powell 

President –USES / USIS April 2009  
to Nov 
2010 and 
Jan 1995 to 
May 1996 

President –USES / USIS and  
VP, Hydrochem at previous 
affiliation 

 
Subord
inate 

 
Stan 
Shockley 

Director of Sales and 
Marketing, CEDA 

1997 to 
2013  

Same  
 
Subord
inate 

 
Mike 
Easter 

VP  Catalyst Services and 
Integration (NA), Clean 
Harbors 

Jan 2011 to 
Jan 2013 

VP Catalyst Services and 
US Operations, CEDA 

 
Peer 

 
Sheldon 
Redpath 

VP HSE, CEDA 
International 

Jan 2011 to 
Date 

VP, CEDA International 
Peer John 

McMahon 
Lean Advisor & 
Deployment Specialist, 
Shell 

1996 to 
Date 

National Director of Service 
Contracts, DuPont 

 
Strengths, assets, and things you like and respect about Dwane: 
 Integrity, Dwane absolutely has impeccable integrity as a 

human being.  I worked with him twice in two different 
companies and I’d work with him again. 
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 Never second guess what he says or does. 
 Dwane’s intellect, ability to organize and act along with his 

strong moral compass are great strengths.  We had issues to 
deal with at the company, and I never have to question his 
moral compass.  

 His integrity; Dwane is a person that will provide an honest 
answer no matter the circumstances.  He always tells the truth 
and gives a correct assessment of a situation regardless of the 
drivers.  Highly developed interpersonal skills.  I know that 
because we worked to set up contracts and got away from 
bidding to total value agreement.  We both had to fight some 
deeply ingrained thinking in DuPont and HydroChem. 

 First impression is how well-spoken he is – articulate regarding 
financials, mission, vision and it’s a strength of his.  His 
personable approach to things.  He’s passionate about 
individuals on his team, and they work together toward a 
common goal.  That’s what I observed in the 2 years we spent 
together. 

 Integrity, work ethic, drive, intelligence, creativity. 
 Dwane is operationally strong, focused and committed to 

growth with historical financial data to justify his 
accomplishments.   

 
Weaker points and areas for improvements? 
 Dwane gets passionate and engaged emotionally in an issue.  

He’s always been the problem fixer, always takes a broken 
organization and fixes it.  He will get ahold of a problem or 
issue and may temporarily lose site of the bigger picture.  I 
used to kid him that I’d have to get him distracted to disengage 
in order to look at the bigger picture. 

 High intensity, driven person. 
 With his intellect and energy level, sometimes needs to wait for 

others to catch up. 
 Not sure Dwane has background in heavy duty financial and 

venture capital funding.  His strength is assessing operations 
and determining financial viability but deep capital markets 
isn’t his strength; however, he’s highly intelligent so no 
worries if he needs to learn it.  If overall assessing viability of 
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business sectors and cultures is the mission, he can do it in his 
sleep.  I know that because we’ve had in depth conversations 
on the topic.   

 Dwane is confident and transparent.  At times, people are taken 
aback by that.  Dwane is more considerate in his 
communications though, he is NOT defensive or antagonistic.  
The truth hurts and sometimes people don’t want to hear it.  He 
is someone with whom I always knew where things stood.  His 
company had to reimburse DuPont $250K and Dwane turned it 
into a marketing positive that gave DuPont a story on how they 
work with him. 

 Dwane has high expectations for everyone on his team and 
himself moving toward a common goal.  What I observed was 
the detractors or those not wanting to move toward the goal get 
lost.  Things can move faster than what the people can keep up 
with.  Change management causes losses along the way.  
Slowing down may be a challenge. 

 A little more patience.  Whenever given a task, he pushes the 
envelope and tries to accelerate as quickly as possible.  
Whenever you change a culture it can take longer than you 
plan.  That said, changing culture and integrating businesses in 
order to improve operating performance is Dwane.  It’s nice to 
have mutual respect for one another in those situations, but 
someone’s feelings will get hurt.  Dwane gets that and has a lot 
of experience in that regard.  He understands that mutual 
respect is essential, but sometimes you have to call it like it is. 

 Dwane is so driven and determined; colleagues fall behind the 
pace of strategic plan. 
 

Overall performance in terms of excellent, very good, good, fair, 
poor, or very poor?  
 Excellent performer. 
 Excellent. 
 Excellent; I would go into business with Dwane in a heartbeat.  

I’m at Shell now and it is a good situation, but for Dwane I’d 
consider walking away from that.  He’s very intelligent. 

 Excellent; we both came from Halliburton.  You can see the 
leadership skills and the concepts of such imparted on him – I 
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saw things in him I wanted to emulate.  He stood out from 
other leaders on the team.   

 Very good operations based manager.  His intelligence, 
integrity and work ethic.  Honestly, I don’t know how he does 
it. 

 EXCELLENT! 
 
Consistent leadership that inspires followers to trust him or her?  
 He’s been put in some difficult situations – where you have 

diverse and desperate cultures and he has had to correct things 
through directing and controlling rather than leading and that 
was because of the situation he was put in.  The people that he 
works for follow him.  He leads by example, his direct reports 
and peers are supportive of Dwane.  A good leader.  A lot of 
experience where he had to initiate action through command 
control. 

 Excellent, has a team of individuals that he works closely with.  
Very professional and organized.  People who never worked 
with him before saw him impact people for the better.   

 Attribute of being a mentor to others. 
 His leadership style is very concise and clear.  At first people 

feel uncomfortable because they are not used to that level of 
integrity and clarity.  He is efficient.  High performers see him 
as a strong asset and leader; less capable people are threatened 
by his progress and the impact he makes. 

 I have worked with him off and on (this is the third different 
company), and I have never had any issues with him.  I have 
witnessed the culture changes he instigates, and if people are 
on board it’s win-win.  But occasionally non-performers don’t 
get on board and they disagree. 

 An excellent leader teaches and assists along the way and 
provides the data to validate his strategy. 

 
Consistent pattern of communicating the company’s vision, 
mission, purpose and values? 
 Yes, a lot of that’s training.  He worked in companies that have 

a clear brand.  He’s used to preaching that mantra. 
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 Excellent at that.  Part of what we had to do was shift culture.  
Goes back to moral compass, goes back to Company’s values – 
Dwane lives and breathes that every day, he always goes back 
to that.  I find he knows what we need to do.  Understands what 
needs to get down:  safety, financial returns, etc. 

 Yes, always right up front.  Somewhat of a mantra.  As things 
evolve there are process checks and Dwane checks alignment.  
He is an excellent communicator.  He brings in resources as 
needed.   

 Yes, there’s no hesitation with that.   
 Yes, he does. 
 On a daily basis, leads daily conference call and holds 

everyone accountable. 
 
Consistent pattern of sharing information, resources, praise and 
credit? 
 Yes. 
 There’s regular, daily, short calls where information is shared.  

Dwane is good at having a regular disciple at sharing 
information, and keeping confidential as necessary too.  He’s 
very driven, but humble.  Not one of the people that try to take 
credit though he is a catalyst for why things get down.  Gives 
praise to team members. 

 He deflects credit; he is humble.  The first to recognize others 
and doesn’t place his value on receiving accolades from others.  
Not looking to get a pat on the back.  Always the team player.   

 That’s a strength of his as well.  I observed him taking time, 
after hours, helping other leaders get a better sense of moving 
forward.  On several occasions this kept people that would 
have otherwise left the company. 

 He always did that for me and all his direct report.  Even those 
that are not his direct reports,  he will praise them.  For this 
assignment, closing CEDA US, he disagreed with withholding 
essential and critical information to the US employees.  He 
followed company line though he disagreed with it.  And it has 
been to the employees’ detriment.  He understands how critical 
communication is. 
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 Excellent, again communicates on a daily basis via the 
conference call. 

 
Management Style 
 Very unusual manager, on one hand leads by example, but also 

no problem being a bulldog.  Most are either influencers or 
controllers, but he had the ability to do either. 

 High standards for the way he personally conducts himself and 
others.  He is a fan of key performance indicators; focus on 
making things happen. 

 Interactive, he is not necessarily a consensus builder.  It’s 
basically “this is what we are going to do” and develops a 
strong basis of understanding with high communication.  The 
awareness of gaps is not done in a matter that is accusatory.  
Dwane does a lot in standard Lean terms though he is not 
formally educated on it – he aims to criticize the process not 
the person.  He will take appropriate action as necessary.   

 Takes command as needed, collaborates, but when needed can 
be command and control and I have observed both.  In a 
meeting where the discussion was bonuses –Canada was doing 
well but not US, the CEO gave a presentation and stated 
bonuses were to be paid, but in actuality they were NOT to be 
paid to the US.  Dwane took control of communications, 
following the CEO presentation, and proactively clarified there 
would be not bonuses.    

 He tries to allow his direct reports to do their jobs.  Tries to 
have a servant mentality, but if it’s not moving as fast as he 
believes it should then he’ll switch strategies of leadership.  He 
gets more involved with the managers.  His involvement can be 
misunderstood by the employees.  It depends how fast or how 
soon the change needs to occur.  If not under a heavy mandate 
to make a change yesterday he provides great leeway, if under 
a tighter timeline he gets more heavily involved in their 
operations.  Depends on circumstances and what results are 
expected from him.   

 Honest, direct and open to suggestions. 
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The best way for an EVP, Business Integration & CEO to 
manage? 
 Give Dwane his clear and concise tasks or orders and let him 

go execute.  Dwane doesn’t mind reporting out and being held 
accountable. Doesn’t operate well with someone having their 
finger on him and second guessing every move.  Outline and 
clearly communicate then spot check him. 

 I found it was a more strategic discussion on desired outcomes.  
He’s a pretty senior guy.  You don’t have to get into the weeds 
with him.  Have the discussion, he’ll go away and come back 
with a complete action plan that you monitor with spot checks.  
He’s very comfortable reporting back and I think that’s 
because he has a deep understanding of what the Board of 
Directors and Senior Managers are expected.  I had to spend far 
less time with him than other senior managers. Always very 
comfortable with what he came back with and pieces I hadn’t 
really thought of right away. 

 Communicate back in the same way he does – forthright; trust 
is essential.  Allow him the leeway to do his job.  Sounds like 
he is being considered for broad reaching, strategic position, 
which is great.  Not a need to check on him. 

 What I’ve seen is that he is brought in to do a job, and once he 
starts to do it, there is some backtracking by upper 
management because Dwane is full speed ahead.  He is good at 
foundation and details. 

 Tell him what the end goal is and let him get there.  When he 
knows the goal, he can make it happen.   

 With good clear, concise communication.  If he knows the 
expectations and timeline to get there he’ll do it.  He is an 
absolute self-starter and doesn’t need a lot of direction.  If in a 
command and control environment, he may get more 
frustrated.  If not getting clear instructions from the CEO, he 
may become frustrated. 

 Have an open communication. Daily or weekly! 
 

Consistently energizes the organization 
 Yes. 
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 Yes, I would describe him as tenacious.  Stays focused on what 
needs to get done.  He enjoys work, is personable, can laugh at 
himself.  He energizes with his energy level and laughs 
multiple times a day, but never at anyone else’s expense.   

 Yes. 
 He has a high energy level for sure.  He has that inspiring 

energy level.  You either love him or hate him. 
 Yes. 
 Dwane was the quarterback / cheerleader for our team. 
 
Leadership influence evident in the rank-in-file? 
 Yes, because of the role he’s been in.  Generally his leadership 

isn’t percolated down because he’s usually in the situation, 
fixes it, and is out.  He has no problem interfacing. 

 Yes, I’ve actually seen his direct interfaces with people – 
directly influence their leadership style. I watched Dwane 
mentor a couple junior leaders – an example of one is that 
person became a key point person for one of our divestitures 
and was recognized as a leader by the acquiring company 
which I attribute to Dwane’s mentorship.  Capable of pushing 
people past their comfort zone.  Not shy about having difficult 
conversations, but always respectful.  

 Yes, because he spends time with them.  No assumptions, he is 
a go and see kind of guy.  He is going to observe and interface.  
By default it energized the people because it’s not being done 
to them but with them. 

 Yes, for sure.  He’s out doing inspections himself, showing up 
at meetings for employees having toolbox talks.  Leads by 
example IN THE FIELD. 

 Yes. 
 Dwane has the ability to communicate with all levels within an 

organization. He has held every position within his career 
which allows him the opportunity to relate personally with all 
levels. 

 
Consistently listens carefully and thoughtfully? 
 Good listener and thorough but has no problem challenging.  

Very independent thinker. 
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 Definitely will listen to people, respectful of the conversation 
and what the other person has to say.  I have seen him always 
ask the tough questions, at all levels, for his own knowledge.  I 
have never felt that there is anything left unsaid.  At the same 
time, he is very professional.  He will understand the decision 
making and also be aligned and move forward.  Not a guy who 
would ever sabotage a mission. 

 Yes. 
 Yes, I’ve seen him in action and always engaged. 
 I’ve been in the business for thirty-five years and Dwane is the 

best that I’ve ever worked with. 
 
Additional Comments….. (why left the company where you 
shared employment) 
 I hired him to Hydrochem and he worked for me for many 

years, then I left and he got promoted.  I don’t know why he 
left Hydrochem. 

 Left USES because he was hired in to achieve specific goals, 
intent was to do acquisition and integrations.  The company 
had grown rapidly and was being managed by a stage 1 
entrepreneur, so the equity backers realized they needed a new 
level of talent (Dwane) then right after he was hired, a new 
President was hired and changed direction of company 
completely.  Dwane didn’t feel like USES was going to grow 
and do the things he was hired to do.  There wasn’t room for 
Dwane, President and another colleague of mine – they 
overlapped in their positions.  

 Dwane is a great fit for this role.  Key driver of P&L and talks 
at all levels, wins the hearts of front line and comfortable with 
Board Room. 

 I hired him and would do it again. 
 Circumstances, CEDA is a private company of the OMERS 

pension fund.  They are conservative in things that they do.  
They ask that we divest a company Dwane was involved in, a 
lot of moral compass issuers that Dwane got involved in and 
turned the corner on.  US market and business is considered 
high risk and they want to divest as a result.  At the time, for 
macroeconomic reason, they want to exit US operations.  Due 
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to being a Canadian pension fund, prefer to stay on Canadian 
side of border.  Dwane was highly professional in staying with 
the organization through the exit.  Working though dealing 
with personnel in a respectful manner.  Looking at what could 
be sold, what asset needed to be repatriated or divested, 
looking at real estate, Dwane was exceptional in this situation.  
It is a board decision and our role is to execute on that. I would 
hire him again in a minute.   

 Dwane dealt with people with past criminal records.  Dwane 
was very respectful and never running for office but it would 
be naive to say he never had a few employees that couldn’t be 
won over.   

 With Dwane’s mentorship to the junior associate, he instituted 
key performance indicators, and that associate grew to be more 
enthusiastic than even Dwane was about then.  He stays in 
touch with many prior subordinates. 

 Engaging. 
 Departure from Hydrochem due to change in management; 

presented opportunity to have greater impact on smaller 
business.  Has built up number of businesses over last ten 
years.  First company he went with (Evergreen) had ethics 
problems and Dwane won’t tolerate that.  

 Not another opportunity for him and we’re shutting down the 
US operations.  I don’t know if he’s been given a position in 
Canada. 

 CEDA international closing US operations. 
 The parent company sold the subsidiary and closed the 

business in the United States to concentrate all of their efforts 
on the Canadian oil sands.   

 Dwane will land with someone that will benefit immensely 
from his contributions.   
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Thinking Skills           
Intelligence 6 9.0 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Judgment 6 10 9.0 10 10 9.0 9.0 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Decision Making 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 9.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 8.00 
Creativity 6 8.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 8.0 8.0 45.0 7.50 6.00 
Strategic skill 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 52.0 8.67 9.00 
Pragmatism 6 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 10 8.0 54.0 9.00 10.0 
Risk taking 6 8.0 7.0 6.0 8.0 7.0 5.0 41.0 6.83 5.00 
Leading-edge 
perspective 6 7.0 7.0 8.0 5.0 6.0 8.0 41.0 6.83 5.00 

           Communications           
One-one 6 10 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 58.0 9.67 9.00 
In meetings 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 9.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 
Speeches 6 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 55.0 9.17 9.00 
Written 6 8.0 6.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 42.0 7.00 9.00 

           Initiative           
Perseverance 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10. 57.0 9.50 10.0 
Independence 6 8.0 8.0 9.0 7.0 8.0 9.0 49.0 8.17 9.00 
High standards 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Adaptable 6 7.0 6.0 8.0 7.0 9.0 8.0 45.0 7.50 7.00 

           Stress 
Management 

          

Stress Mngmnt 
(general) 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10. 57.0 9.50 8.00 

Integrity 6 10 10 10 10 10 10 60.0 10.0 10.0 
Self-awareness 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 53.0 8.83 8.00 
Willingness to 
admit mistakes 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 7.00 

Work Habits           
Time management 6 8.0 9.0 8.0 7.0 9.0 6.0 47.0 7.83 8.00 
Organization/ 
planning 6 8.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 53.0 8.83 8.00 

           People Skills           
First impression 
made 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 10 9.0 57.0 9.50 7.00 

Ability  to  win  the 
liking and respect of 
people 

 
6 

 
9.0 

 
9.0 

 
8.0 

 
6.0 

 
9.0 

 
9.0 

 
50.0 

 
8.33 

 
7.00 

Listening 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 8.0 10 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Assertiveness 6 8.0 8.0 8.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 50.0 8.33 8.00 
Political savvy 6 7.0 5.0 6.0 5.0 6.0 5.0 34.0 5.67 7.00 
Willingness to take 
direction 6 8.0 8.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 44.0 7.33 8.00 

Negotiating skills 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 10 56.0 9.33 9.00 
Persuasion skills 6 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 57.0 9.50 9.00 

           Motivation           
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Drive 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 8.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 
Ambition 6 8.0 7.0 6.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 42.0 7.00 9.00 
Customer focus 6 7.0 6.0 8.0 6.0 5.0 8.0 40.0 6.67 7.00 
Enthusiasm 6 9.0 10 8.0 9.0 9.0 10 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Tenacity 6 9.0 10 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 55.0 9.17 10.0 
Balance in life 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 54.0 9.00 7.00 

           Leadership/ 
Management 

          

Leadership 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 9.0 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Ability  to  hire  the 
best people 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 9.00 

Ability to train and 
coach 6 8.0 7.0 8.0 8.0 7.0 8.0 46.0 7.67 8.00 

Willingness to 
remove the 
incompetent 

 
6 

 
6.0 

 
5.0 

 
5.0 

 
6.0 

 
4.0 

 
6.0 

 
32.0 

 
5.33 

 
8.00 

Goal setting 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 10 10 9.0 55.0 9.17 9.00 
Change 
management 6 10 9.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 

Empowerment 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 9.00 
Promoting diversity 3 NA NA 10 9.0 NA 9.0 28.0 9.33 8.00 
Monitoring 
performance 6 7.0 6.0 5.0 7.0 8.0 7.0 40.0 6.67 8.00 

Building team 
efforts 6 9.0 9.0 10 10 9.0 10 57.0 9.50 8.00 
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NINETEEN 
 
 
 

Checking References 
 
 
 
Before presenting any of our final candidates to the client, we 
perform one of our key tasks—a 58 point Reference Audit 
involving a 360-degree reference check process with two superiors, 
two subordinates and two peers of our choosing. Most reference 
checks are worthless, or nearly so in our opinion, because they are 
done in advance of an offer to a candidate that the client has already 
met with; and they are done at a point in the process where 
everyone involved, including key figures at the client company and 
the search consultant—perhaps a dozen people, in some cases—
are already emotionally committed to the candidate. At that point 
any reference check that takes place is merely an 
afterthought/formality; a dot the ―I or cross the ―T type of 
exercise that does not really have any discovery value. In the worst 
case scenario, the person who is conducting the reference check is 
essentially leading the witness.  
 
We approach reference checking from a different angle. We 
typically start the search process by telling the candidate, in effect, 
―We understand you are interested in this position, and we are 
happy and excited to be working with you, but we will only allow 
you to go through this process if it looks like it is going to be a 
good deal for you, as well as for our client. Therefore, it is 
important that you be honest, candid and forthright with us through 
the entire process.  
 
We always tell the candidate upfront that towards the end of the 
process we will verify whatever they tell us with respect to such 
typical references as dates of employment, compensation and 
whether or not they are eligible for rehire. It is certainly possible 
to check references on people who are actively employed; you 
have to be discreet, but in most cases it is very doable. 
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When interviewing references we emphasize that it is very 
important that we have 25 - 30 minutes of quality time to discuss 
the candidate and his or her propensities, attributes and 
proclivities. We want to make sure that whatever a candidate brings 
to the table is very closely aligned with our client‘s expectations, 
values and mission, the way they do business, the way they 
allocate resources and the way they manage and lead. We will ask 
the reference to rate the candidate objectively with respect to 58 key 
attributes that we have identified, along with our client, as being 
necessary for the candidate‘s success in that particular position. 
Essentially, we ask each reference to do much the same thing that 
we do whenever we start a search; and that is to not even think about 
the particular position we are discussing, but to simply talk to us 
openly about the candidate—what types of environments in which 
they would flourish, as well as what types of environments they 
would feel constrained or held back. 

 
During this process we feel that it is essential to talk to a 
representative sample of the candidates‘ peers—people they have 
worked across the table with; subordinates—people who have 
worked for them and know what their hot buttons are; and their 
superiors—the people who have assigned them tasks. In doing so 
we strive to obtain a very clear, 360-degree picture of the way this 
candidate operates, because candidates are just like client- 
companies—in many cases, they do not understand themselves 
nearly as well as the people who have observed them at work. 

 
We are always careful to tell everyone involved in the reference 
checking process that we are not trying to summarily dismiss 
people; we are simply trying to uncover all of the variables that 
could conceivably cause a search or a placement to go awry. It is a 
very detailed process, and it takes a lot of listening and insight to 
really understand the results. In some instances, references have 
told us that they did not think a candidate or their family would be 
happy living in the area where the client company is located, That 
is just one of many amazingly revealing insights we gain by 
spending four to six hours doing these kinds of reference checks on 
each candidate. 
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We will then do a full write-up on all of these reference checks; we 
will identify who we have talked to, but we do not specifically 
identify who said what (the reference)—and we make that clear to 
the references we interview so they can be comfortable in talking 
with us. In many cases we will meet with the client to discuss any 
potential concerns that have come to light during the process. We 
believe that if there are potential issues—i.e., the candidate‘s 
family is reluctant to move, or the candidate has previously been 
unhappy with the autocratic management style of a particular board 
or CEO—then the client needs to know about those things sooner 
rather than later. 

 
Obtaining this kind of candid feedback from references when you 
are the direct employer will be very challenging. 

 
Reference checking text book perfection in my view is the scenario 
in which: 

 
• You, the hiring manager (usually a board member or 

CEO) are highly skilled at interviewing, active listening 
and have the time to personally check references of all 
of your impact players 

 

• The reference with whom you are speaking feels very 
comfortable giving you honest, open and candid 
feedback on all matters involving your potential 
candidate‘s fit quotient. 

 

• The challenge here is that this scenario almost never 
exists. Rarely will a C-level executive or board member 
take the time or have the inclination to personally check 
references. Additionally, the instances in which 
references are going to be willing to be totally honest 
with you or any of your staff, as a direct employer are 
extremely rare. 

 

Second best to text book perfection and the best possible realistic 
solution is to insist that a Partner level search consultant conduct 
these very thorough and comprehensive reference audits. Never 
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rely on the judgment of a junior level consultant, researcher or 
administrator. There is far too much at stake here. 

 
Extremely talented human resource professionals are certainly 
capable of checking references in the manner I have recommended. 
The reference‘s willingness to be forthright and transparent will 
still almost always be an issue. 

 
In the vast majority of cases, I recommend you outsource the 
reference checking to a professional you trust. Do not skimp here. 
It is just too important. 
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Thinking Skills           
Intelligence 6 9.0 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Judgment 6 10 9.0 10 10 9.0 9.0 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Decision Making 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 9.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 8.00 
Creativity 6 8.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 8.0 8.0 45.0 7.50 6.00 
Strategic skill 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 52.0 8.67 9.00 
Pragmatism 6 9.0 9.0 9.0 9.0 10 8.0 54.0 9.00 10.0 
Risk taking 6 8.0 7.0 6.0 8.0 7.0 5.0 41.0 6.83 5.00 
Leading-edge 
perspective 6 7.0 7.0 8.0 5.0 6.0 8.0 41.0 6.83 5.00 

           Communications           
One-one 6 10 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 58.0 9.67 9.00 
In meetings 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 9.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 
Speeches 6 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 8.0 10 55.0 9.17 9.00 
Written 6 8.0 6.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 42.0 7.00 9.00 

           Initiative           
Perseverance 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10. 57.0 9.50 10.0 
Independence 6 8.0 8.0 9.0 7.0 8.0 9.0 49.0 8.17 9.00 
High standards 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10 57.0 9.50 8.00 
Adaptable 6 7.0 6.0 8.0 7.0 9.0 8.0 45.0 7.50 7.00 

           Stress 
Management 

          

Stress Mngmnt 
(general) 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 10. 57.0 9.50 8.00 

Integrity 6 10 10 10 10 10 10 60.0 10.0 10.0 
Self-awareness 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 53.0 8.83 8.00 
Willingness to 
admit mistakes 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 7.00 
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Work Habits           
Time management 6 8.0 9.0 8.0 7.0 9.0 6.0 47.0 7.83 8.00 
Organization/ 
planning 6 8.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 53.0 8.83 8.00 

           People Skills           
First impression 
made 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 10 9.0 57.0 9.50 7.00 

Ability  to  win  the 
liking and respect of 
people 

 
6 

 
9.0 

 
9.0 

 
8.0 

 
6.0 

 
9.0 

 
9.0 

 
50.0 

 
8.33 

 
7.00 

Listening 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 8.0 10 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Assertiveness 6 8.0 8.0 8.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 50.0 8.33 8.00 
Political savvy 6 7.0 5.0 6.0 5.0 6.0 5.0 34.0 5.67 7.00 
Willingness to take 
direction 6 8.0 8.0 7.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 44.0 7.33 8.00 

Negotiating skills 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 10 56.0 9.33 9.00 
Persuasion skills 6 10 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 57.0 9.50 9.00 

           Motivation           
Drive 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 8.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 
Ambition 6 8.0 7.0 6.0 8.0 6.0 7.0 42.0 7.00 9.00 
Customer focus 6 7.0 6.0 8.0 6.0 5.0 8.0 40.0 6.67 7.00 
Enthusiasm 6 9.0 10 8.0 9.0 9.0 10 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Tenacity 6 9.0 10 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 55.0 9.17 10.0 
Balance in life 6 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 10 9.0 54.0 9.00 7.00 

           Leadership/ 
Management 

          

Leadership 6 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 9.0 55.0 9.17 7.00 
Ability  to  hire  the 
best people 6 9.0 10 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 9.00 

Ability to train and 
coach 6 8.0 7.0 8.0 8.0 7.0 8.0 46.0 7.67 8.00 

Willingness to 
remove the 
incompetent 

 
6 

 
6.0 

 
5.0 

 
5.0 

 
6.0 

 
4.0 

 
6.0 

 
32.0 

 
5.33 

 
8.00 

Goal setting 6 8.0 9.0 9.0 10 10 9.0 55.0 9.17 9.00 
Change 
management 6 10 9.0 9.0 9.0 8.0 9.0 54.0 9.00 9.00 

Empowerment 6 10 9.0 9.0 10 9.0 9.0 56.0 9.33 9.00 
Promoting diversity 3 NA NA 10 9.0 NA 9.0 28.0 9.33 8.00 
Monitoring 
performance 6 7.0 6.0 5.0 7.0 8.0 7.0 40.0 6.67 8.00 

Building team 
efforts 6 9.0 9.0 10 10 9.0 10 57.0 9.50 8.00 
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TWENTY 
 
 

Managing Expectations & Sealing the Deal 
 
 
Allen Austin believes that continuity is important in any search. 
Because we have resisted the temptation to build layers of 
consultants in our practice, our partners are the ones to 
communicate directly with candidates who ultimately make the 
final cut, even in the earliest stages. As a result, our partners have a 
real relationship with each finalist candidate when it comes time to 
―seal the deal. Sealing the deal in this sense has nothing 
whatsoever to do with coercion of any kind. Rather it has to do 
with having developed a relationship with each candidate and 
having acquired specific knowledge about what constitutes a good 
move on the part of the candidate and his or her family. By the 
conclusion of each search, we have accumulated a rather lengthy 
list of reasons why this move is ideal for both candidate and client. 
This kind of philosophy usually results in a win-win situation for 
our clients and candidates; or as we say, a win-win-win. We like to 
win, too! 

 
During this period when we are developing a relationship and a list 
of ―reasons why, we are also assessing the candidate‘s 
expectations with regard to compensation, title, benefits, moving 
packages, contracts and the like. Executed properly, there should 
be no surprises at the end of the search. If expectations have been 
managed properly from the outset, our consultant should have a 
crystal clear picture of what our client is willing to offer and what 
our candidate is reasonably willing to accept. The operative term 
here is reasonably. If the move in question is all about 
compensation, it is not a good match. 



P a g e   |  187   

We are consultants with a specialization in executive search. Our 
clients and our candidates depend on us to negotiate and mediate in 
such a manner that we create win-win scenarios. Here are some of 
our thoughts you may apply to your search. Most of this is coming 
from our perspective, but the principles still apply. 

 
Negotiation of compensation must start in the early phases of the 
search. This process takes skill, intuition and probing. This process 
must start with a clear understanding of each candidate‘s motivation 
to make a move. Recall from the chapter on opportunity positioning 
that, in the ideal scenario, you are selling the opportunity and not 
the candidate. 

 
We recommend concluding recruiting calls with an open-ended 
question such as ―Are you aware of anyone I could or should be 
speaking with?‖ We ask the question in this manner in hopes that 
appropriate candidates will volunteer themselves as perfect 
candidates. Once we have established interest on the part of a 
particular candidate, we are then in perfect position to begin to ask, 
rather than answer, important questions. Once interest has been 
established, we respond by asking why the candidate him/herself 
may be interested. 

 
This is the time to start listening actively and carefully. If you are 
to be successful in negotiating the compensation piece of the 
puzzle, you had better understand the candidate‘s motivation to 
move from the outset. After having asked the pivotal question, 
regarding the candidate‘s willingness to entertain the move, we 
could either qualify or disqualify the candidate based on his or her 
responses. Let us face it. Most candidates we approach would be 
willing to make a move for an unbelievable increase in 
compensation. The fact of the matter is that the average increase to 
make a lateral move, in terms of responsibility, even cases in which 
relocation is required, is 10 percent - 15 percent. There are many 
legitimate reasons to change employers. An increase in cash 
compensation, in and of itself, is rarely a legitimate reason. 

 
If someone is to become and remain a legitimate candidate, they 
must demonstrate to you the willingness to make the move, and 
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willingness to actively and enthusiastically pursue the job in 
question. Legitimate, primary reasons include: 

 

 

• Lack of career opportunity with current employer, 
resultant of current employer‘s size, resources, 
geographic location or reach, reputation, quality of 
management, etc 

 

• Enhanced career opportunity in terms of responsibility, 
visibility, personal growth or ability to work with a 
superior team of executives 

 

• A dislike of a new direction or board of current 
employer 

 

• A desire to join our client, who is larger, smaller, more 
progressive, more prestigious, more visible, more 
quality focused, more flexible, etc. 

 

• A strong desire to be in a more pleasing area of the 
county, such as the case in which a candidate wants to 
move to his or her home town or state, or to move 
closer to family 

 

• A desire to participate in an equity sharing opportunity 
 

An increase in cash compensation should be a secondary reason for 
making a change. When we conduct a search, we must establish in 
the very early stages of our search, the candidate‘s expectations in 
terms of cash compensation. Most of our clients, while having a 
compensation range in mind, want us to surface the best available 
talent based on our specification and let compensation be driven by 
the market. Regardless of your flexibility on compensation, it is 
important that you understand the candidate‘s expectations and the 
reasons for them. 

 

This is one of the most complex processes relative to our task of 
managing expectations. There are cost-of-living issues, market 
issues, risk factors, reputation factors, and geographic factors, just 
to name a few. It could be that our client‘s locale has a cost-of- 
living substantially higher or lower. It could also be that the nature 
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of the candidate‘s expertise puts him or her in a legitimate position 
to command a premium. 

 
Our client could be in start-up or turn-around phase, or in danger 
of financial challenge; these are cases in which the candidate puts 
himself or herself at a higher risk relative to remaining with their 
current employer. In these cases, absent an equity opportunity, a 
premium cash compensation package possibly inclusive of large 
contingent bonuses or a lucrative commission schedule could be in 
order. 

 
The list of variables is endless. The key here is to understand the 
candidate‘s rationale for his or her expectations. You must also be 
able to rationalize the legitimacy of your candidate‘s expectations 
in your own mind. 

 
Here is an example of how we get down to the “brass tacks” if you 
will. At the end of the process, we must nail down the candidate‘s 
bottom line. Possible questions include: 

 
• John, assuming this opportunity is presented as we have 

discussed, what, in terms of cash compensation and 
incentives, would it take for you to accept an offer from 
my client? 

 

• John, we both know there needs to be a cultural match 
between us. Assuming the fit is right, what are you 
going to require in terms of compensation to make this 
move? 

 

• John, you and I both know that there are questions left 
to be answered; assuming your questions are answered 
satisfactorily, what kind of compensation and relocation 
package will you require? 

 

• John, we are moving toward ultimate closure. You are, 
unless you tell me otherwise, going to be a finalist. Let 
us talk about compensation. What are your 
expectations? 
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• John, we are both realistic in terms of the risks and 
opportunities relative to this situation. Have you thought 
in specific terms what kind of compensation package 
my client would need to offer in order to procure your 
services? 

 
The list of questions could go on. Be sure you are prepared with a 
strategy to address candidate expectations. Lack of skill in this area 
kills deals. 

 
We are in the ultimate business of negotiating deals that make 
good business sense for both client and candidate. In addition, it is 
our job to ensure that, to the greatest extent possible; no offer is 
ever extended and then subsequently rejected.  
 
Simply stated, we try to set the stage in such a manner that failure 
is virtually impossible. The textbook perfect scenario is one in 
which our client is pleased to offer more than the candidate 
expects; and one in which the candidate is prepared to accept less 
than our client is willing to offer. 

 
Having set the stage perfectly, we have a very clear notion of both. 
We know the absolute number our candidate is prepared to accept. 
We know the parameters on which our client has based his or her 
expected offer. 

 
In the perfect scenario, you will know the absolute bottom line 
cash compensation your candidate will accept. In addition, you 
will have given us latitude to negotiate within a certain range. Your 
picture-perfect client might have told you they would really like to 
hire your candidate at $165,000. You would ultimately like your 
client to say ―I would very much like to hire Joe at $165,000. I am 
also willing to go to $185,000 if necessary. Act in our mutual best 
interest.‖ 

 
 

In this case, as in every case, our objective is to deliver an offer 
that  marginally  exceeds   you  candidate‘s  expectations,  while 
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staying below you client‘s top-end offer. In other words, your 
objective is to deliver the ultimate win-win negotiation. 

 
Let us examine a scenario in which your candidate has revised his 
expectations. Let us assume there is a substantial cost of living 
differential to the detriment of your candidate. Let us also assume 
that you have asked the final pivotal compensation question, to 
which your candidate‘s answer is, ―I have thought long and hard 
about the offer and the cost of living in Chicago; I really am going 
to need $190,000 in order to make the move.” You have two 
reasonable alternatives at this point. The first involves a take away 
strategy. 

 
You might say, ―John, I want to make sure I understand you; are 
you saying if this offer comes in at $185,000 you are going to turn 
it down? If he says he definitely would decline, your response 
should be: Are you also saying that if I could get you $190,000, 
you would definitively accept? In the event he says ―yes, be sure 
to flush out any remaining issues at this point. Say to John, ―I am 
not at all sure I can get the 190. We‘ll try. John, are there any other 
issues we need to discuss, or is this the only dangling issue? If he 
responds  in  the  affirmative,  you  say  ―John,  if  I  can  get  the 
$190,000, when will you start? We NEVER go back to our client 
with a counteroffer if there are unresolved issues, or without a start 
date. 

 
In the absence of a search professional, you or someone in your 
organization will have to manage the expectations of your potential 
new executive. 



P a g e   |  192   

TWENTY-ONE 
  
 

New Executive Integration 
 
 
Once a candidate is hired, we conduct a formal follow-up process 
for a period of two years. We will typically check on the 
candidate‘s performance at intervals of one week; 30 days; 90 
days; 180 days; one year; 18 months; and two years. In some cases, 
however, I have stayed in close contact with candidates on an 
informal basis for as long as 20 years. 

 
During the follow-up stage, we try as best we can to assist both 
candidate and client with the executive integration and assimilation 
process because we believe this is vital to the success of the newly 
placed executive. We also provide clients and candidates with a 
helpful book called New Role, New Reality by Dr. John Burdett. 

 
While successful integration is much more complex, the basic 
message is that the job of a candidate‘s successful integration into 
their new role and new company is the responsibility of both the 
candidate and the company that hired them. Indeed, we have found 
that a new hire has the greatest chance of success when both 
parties—the candidate and the client—take responsibility for the 
integration process. 

 
When tracking candidate performance it is important to track the 
candidate‘s view and not just the hiring authority‘s perception. 
Countless surveys have been conducted along these lines. Here are 
the results of a recent study published in ExecuNet. 
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EXECUTIVES RATE ATTRIBUTES MOST RESPONSIBLE FOR 
THEIR CAREER SUCCESS 

 
1. Ability to achieve objectives……………………..…. 21.2% 
2. The value of my professional work.…………….…... 13.7% 
3. Impact on company‘s financial performance……….. 13.5% 
4. Relationships with superiors….………..…….……....12.0% 
5. Ability to develop and retain key talent on my team...11.5% 
6. Educational background……………..……………….. 9.0% 
7. Willingness to accept developmental assignments……7.9% 
8. My willingness to relocate during my career……….... 6.2% 
9. Advanced training I have received in my function…... 3.0% 
10. Other...………..………………………..……………...1.4% 

 
A clear understanding of how highly experienced business 
professionals view their career successes can give you powerful 
insight as they formulate search and recruiting, as well as retention 
strategies.  
 
According to Dr. Burdett, recent research suggests that at least 40 
percent of those moving in to a new role struggle. For CEO's the 
statistic is closer to 60 percent. John is a Canadian consultant with 
whom our consulting organization has a relationship. He has 
written some of the best material I have ever read on leadership, 
culture and executive integration. Not surprisingly, Canadian 
statistics are almost identical to those we have observed in 
America.  
 
There are a number of reasons why executives derail when they 
move in to a new role. Inadequate definition of the role, poor 
recruitment practices and lack of openness during the hiring 
process all play their part. High on any list of why those moving 
into a new role stumble, however, is that they are given little or no 
support during the crucial integration period. 
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This omission is quite remarkable when you think about the overall 
cost of hiring, and/or the additional cost of having someone in a 
leadership role who is struggling to find his or her feet. The reality: 
the faster an executive integrates in to the new role, the faster he or 
she can begin to produce value for the organization. The challenge: 
the time that an executive is given to prove him/herself is getting 
ever shorter. 

 
Integration support also has a significant impact on leadership 
retention. Talented people stay with an organization for all sorts of 
reasons: the reputation of the organization, a sense of 
accomplishment, freedom to act, the feeling that he/she is making a 
difference. More important than anything else, however, is the 
quality of learning offered by the organization. It is a perception that 
is created, for better or for worse, as soon as a new executive joins the 
organization. For the established executive, that initial feeling is 
revisited every time he or she moves in to a new role. Lack of 
support during those early and anxious days mean not only a costly 
waiting period while the new executive gets up to speed, but it may 
well mean the loss of that executive the next time he or she is 
courted. At a time of dramatic shortfalls in leadership talent, these 
are business issues that cannot be ignored. 

 
In talking about executive integration, we are not limited to those 
who move between organizations - although this is an important 
issue. Merger and acquisition means that many of the key roles 
change, and change dramatically. An organization going through 
what is often referred to as "culture change" of necessity redefines the 
role of every leader in the organization. A move to another country 
even where, at first glance, the work seems to be the same, 
invariably means that the role has changed. Promotion, internal 
transfer, and new leadership challenge mean that the leader in 
question has to think anew his or her role. 

 
Need executive integration be problematical? Need there be a 40 
percent failure rate? The answer is a resounding NO! Having said 
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that, without a new approach, little will change. A better way is 
possible only if the organization introduces the tools that allow the 
new executive to take responsibility for his or her own integration. 
Equally important, a better way is possible only where the new 
executive is given a clear path to follow. 

 
Those who successfully move in to a new role quickly realize that 
flexibility, openness and a willingness to learn are the name of the 
game. The new executive must become the observer of his/her own 
behavior, to ask new questions and to draw new insights from the 
experience. 
 
Not so long ago the term executive would have applied only to a 
relatively small group of "top" people. Today, with the flattening 
of organizational structures, the pushing of decision-making closer 
to the customer, the term "executive" should rightfully be applied to 
anyone who has the opportunity to shape the nature and breadth of 
their contribution. 

 

 

Executives, in the modern organization, thus do not necessarily carry 
glamorous titles nor operate out of a prestigious office along 
mahogany row. An executive is simply someone who, through 
initiative, creativity and a willingness to act, makes a significant 
difference to the way the company creates value for its customers. 
Using this definition means that executives can be found at every 
level and in all parts of the organization. 

 
Executive integration is an important issue. It is also a practical issue. 
If you have just moved in to a new role, you cannot afford to fail. If 
you are the hiring executive, you cannot afford anything less than 
total success.  
 
For the new executive, around every turn there is a large hole filled 
with muddy water — and the new executive in his/her new shoes! 
A new course: Where did this wind come from? No one mentioned 
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these frequent gusts. And everywhere else, silence! Where is that 
guy that coached you out the door? 
 
Then there is the landing. Even those who have made many jumps 
can crash on landing. Executives faced with a new role will, if 
forced to be candid, confess to experiencing a range of emotions, 
most of them negative. Words like "confusing," "chaotic," 
"frustrating," and "overwhelming" come mixed with phrases like 
"there is no one to talk to," "you would not believe how they...." 
 
Put simply, moving into or assuming a new role is a difficult period in 
any executive's working life, and he or she enters into the new 
situation feeling profoundly at risk. Get it right, successfully 
scramble through the early days, and the feelings of inadequacy 
quickly fade. Get it wrong and those early negative impressions 
concerning the organization and his or her place within it, will be 
very difficult to overcome. A few wrong turns during the 
integration period can take an executive off the corporate map and 
into hostile territory. 
 
Getting the best out of the integration opportunity is really about 
attitude. It is about emotional commitment and being willing to 
see what others describe as a burden, as a rich learning experience. 
The real spirit, and thus mastery, of executive integration lays in the 
belief that confusion, frustration and occasional bouts of depression 
are merely the price to pay for a unique opportunity to better 
know one's self. 
 
The good news is executive integration does not have to be a 
debilitating experience. It need not be a combination of scavenger 
hunt and obstacle course. Those who have framed each integration 
experience as a self-development opportunity, those who have 
found the techniques for coping and the strategies for achieving, have 
discovered that success in a new role is ultimately a process that, like 
any other, can be learned. 
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Without getting too poetic, a worthwhile integration process 
unfolds much like a flower when it receives sunlight. The flower 
cannot move into full bloom, however, unless the soil is rich enough 
to sustain its growth. The nurturing mix that sustains the integration 
process is emotional discipline and positive self-analysis — 
characteristics that are critical to the first stage of integration: Letting 
Go and Setting a New Course.  
 
This first stage of moving in to a new role is not an element of the 
process that once completed can be set aside. Those going through 
the integration process inevitably find themselves falling back into 
old ways of thinking and behaving. The executive will be tempted, 
simply because of his or her new workload, to put integration as a 
specific activity on the back burner. Doing so allows those old 
patterns to re-emerge. The reality: energizing the integration process 
is an ever-present challenge. 
 
One might look to a number of people and places for support 
during a change in role. Clearly the search consultant - assuming 
there is one - should play a role, as should the Human Resource 
executive involved. The hiring executive has a strong vested interest. 
Colleagues, subordinates, and customers also have a stake in the new 
executive's success. Yet, there is really only one place where 
responsibility rests, only one person to whom failure can be a lasting 
setback and only one person who can truly make it happen: the 
executive who, as a result of transfer, promotion, acquisition, 
merger, selection, or simply as a consequence of ongoing change, 
finds that he/she is faced with the reality of success in a new role. 
 
Others can and should provide support. A mentor can be the source 
of new questions and insights. The hiring executive can help identify 
potholes in the road ahead. But only the new executive is in the 
position to put it all together. 
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Our orientation, our current ways of behaving, our mind-sets 
(mental models) regarding a new role, are the outcome of a series of 
competing emotional forces: 

 

 

• What worked in the past 
 

• The executive's view of an ideal future 
 

• Early signals about what success looks like 
 

• The executive's values and beliefs 
 

• Role models from previous business experience 
 
 

During the integration process, the new executive is operating at a 
heightened level of awareness. This extreme sense of the new reality 
is both necessary and, paradoxically, potentially damaging; necessary 
because the new executive is after all crossing new terrain and 
potentially damaging because as a direct result of this heightened 
sense, insecurity starts to creep in and with it the propensity to 
default in favor of past behavior. What is often misunderstood is the 
extent to which what worked in the past can be, and often is, a barrier 
to developing new ways to act and think. 

 
The implications for those moving in to a new role are profound. 
Previous experience and past assumption of success become the 
filters through which new opportunities are judged. Established ways 
to be, and past solutions become, the "established tools of the trade" 
and are presumed to have primacy regardless of the situation. 

 
By way of example it is not at all unusual for executives, even a year 
or more into a new role, to continue to refer to past experience as 
the basis for proposed change in the new organization: "Let me tell 
you how we did this in my past organization." In doing so, the 
individual concerned is not only unknowingly alienating his/her new 
colleagues, but through frames of reference telling others, "I'm not 
sure if I want to be part of this team." The message they give out is 
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that their head and their hand may be committed to the new role but 
their heart and spirit lays elsewhere. 
 
The new executive must be willing to let go of language, especially 
metaphors that present imagery that is misaligned with the new 
culture. Metaphors that strike male images ("we have to put the puck 
in the net this time") in an environment where a high percentage of 
the team are women; win-lose language ("kill the competition") 
where the business environment is one highly dependent upon 
alliances; and language that frames performance as being the 
prerogative of individual success but where the climate is one 
highly dependent upon the team ("when the ice is thin success goes 
to the fastest skater") all serve to set the new executive apart, all 
significantly limit what is possible. For a leader language is not 
merely important - language is everything! Language gives potency 
to an idea, language energizes, language engages, language provides 
meaning, and language translates concepts into action. But only if it 
is the right language! 

 
Integration, when everything else is stripped away, is about two 
things: the ability to fit in and the ability to manage expectations. 
Inappropriate behavior with regard to either can lead to difficulties. 
Managing expectations ultimately comes down to the nature, 
quality and timing of delivery. Fit is another matter altogether. 

 
Fit has largely to do with overall presentation, personal style, 
orientation, language and pace. The higher the quality of the gem, 
the more time and effort needs to be spent on crafting the setting. 
Fit begins as an issue before the start date for the new role. Fit is a 
feature of the integration equation from the very first time there is 
contact. It is a product of trust, sensitivity and, above all else, 
awareness. From the very first interaction the new executive needs to 
have his/her antennae fully extended. An outstanding salesman or 
saleswoman does this naturally. Indeed, top sales people are the grand 
masters of political astuteness. Similarly, the new executive needs to 
become quickly attuned to his or her new political and social 
environment. 
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Past experience can be both a source of strength, and the source of 
what often amounts to a skewed view of the new reality. Some 
specialists, for example, are invariably skilled at identifying the fiscal 
or technical issues but lack judgment when it comes to people. And 
make no mistake, fit is a "people issue". 

 
There are many things that the new executive should be assessing. The 
following questions, however, loom high in any assessment of fit. 
How does this organization create value for its customers, does 
moving in to the new role entail for me new ways to think, to act, 
and to feel? How is the company organized, is there a well-defined 
strategy, what is it, what stories are being told, what systems 
dominate? What values are implied by the behavior I come across, 
what gets measured, how do teams act, what is the commitment to 
teamwork, how do teams communicate with other teams? How do 
key individuals behave, what seems to drive them, what do they 
talk about, where, and on what, is there a real focus (discipline)? 
 
Fit is a two-way process. Starting to understand what drives the 
organization and how people behave is not the same as fit. The 
new executive needs not only to be conscious of how others behave, 
but to be acutely aware of his or her own actions. He or she needs to 
put him or herself into the shoes of those he or she meets, and ask 
―how does this person perceive me?‖, ―what sort of individual 
does he or she think I am? 
 
Learning to let go and settling is the ability to move into someone else's 
body and see the world from their point of view. Also key is the 
ability to step back from the ongoing communication and become 
both participant and observer. In third position, the individual 
displays an ability to interpret the ongoing interpersonal dance, and 
anticipate moves in order to lead or follow as desired. 
 
Fit is the positive outcome of heightened awareness. Fit is about 
listening. It is, ultimately, about making personal adjustment - 
something that is highly unlikely if the new executive is stuck in 
first position. Gathering information is a first position attribute. 
Awareness, knowing and acting with purpose are possible only if the 
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new executive moves comfortably and elegantly, as needed, through 
all three positions. 
 
A move into a new role is a little like traveling to a new country. At 
the point of departure, everything is compatible. The language is 
easy to understand and if something goes wrong, knowing how to get 
it fixed is relatively straightforward. Upon arrival, everything 
changes. There is a new language to contend with. There are new 
customs and new ways to get things done. Even the police cannot be 
assumed to have the same priorities. The likelihood is that even the 
climate will be different. If the plane is delayed and plans have been 
disrupted, panic is not an uncommon response. 
 
Arrival is a far less stressful experience if a friend or colleague who 
knows the environment is waiting on the tarmac. With an intra- 
company move, that is indeed a possibility. For an executive 
moving into a new organization, it is far less likely. 
 
For a politician to get elected and hold power, he or she must have a 
constituency of support. For executives to even start to compete at the 
highest level, they too must be given support. Without a network 
even the brightest and best executives are destined to get lost. 
Without a constituency the new executive will feel as if they have 
wandered into a constantly reconfiguring maze. 
 
A constituency, of course, is exactly what the new executive does 
not have. He or she, therefore, needs to build one - an untenable goal 
if the new executive sits in his or her office waiting for the world to 
knock on the door. 
 
John Burdett says much more about executive integration in our 
favorite book and roadmap for our role in executive integration, or 
on-boarding New Role New Reality. 
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TWENTY-TWO 
 
 

Ending The CEO Succession Crisis 

 
 
We talk about leadership as though leaders--like Tolstoy's happy 
families—are all alike. But CEO leadership should be a subject apart 
because it is unique in scope and substance and of incomparable 
importance. CEOs' performance determines the fates of corporations, 
which collectively influence whole economies. Our standard of living 
depends upon excellence at the very top. 

 
Who, then, would dispute that CEO selection deserves perpetual front- 
burner attention from the custodians of a company's welfare? Surely, 
when time or trauma ushers in change, organizations should be ready 
with a clear view of current and future needs and with carefully 
tended pools of candidates. 

 
But they are not. The CEO succession process is broken in North 
America and is no better in many other parts of the world. Almost half 
of companies with revenue greater than $500 million have no 
meaningful CEO succession plan, according to the National Associa- 
tion of Corporate Directors. Even those that have plans are not happy 
with them. The Corporate Leadership Council (CLC), a human resource 
research organization, surveyed 276 large companies last year and 
found that only 20 percent of responding HR executives were satisfied 
with their top-management succession processes. 

 
That deficiency is simply inexcusable. A CEO or board that has been in 
place for six or seven years and has not yet provided a pool of qualified 
candidates, and a robust process for selecting the next leader, is a 
failure. Everyone talks about emulating such best practitioners as 
General Electric, but few work very hard at it 
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The result of poor succession planning is often poor performance, 
which translates into higher turnover and corporate instability. CEO 
tenures continue to shrink as increased transparency, more vocal 
institutional investors, and more active boards make greater demands. 
Booz Allen Hamilton reports that the global average CEO tenure is now 
just 7.6 years, down from 9.5 years in 1995. Two out of every five new 
CEOs fail in the first 18 months, as Dan Ciampa cites in his article 
"Almost Ready" in last month's HBR. 

 
The problem is not just that more CEOs are being replaced. The 
problem is that, in many cases, CEOs are being replaced badly. Too of- 
ten, new leaders are plucked from the well-worn Rolodexes of a small 
recruiting oligarchy and appointed by directors who have little ex- 
perience hiring anyone for a position higher than COO, vice chairman, 
CFO, or president of a large business unit. Hiring a CEO is simply 
different. 

 
Coaxing former leaders out of retirement is another popular way to fill 
the void. Celebrated examples include Harry Stonecipher at Boeing, 
Bill Stavropoulos of Dow Chemical, and Jamie Houghton at Corning. 
But most "boomerang CEOs" returns for just a couple of years, long 
enough to restore credibility and put a real succession candidate in 
place. They are not the long-term solution. 

 
To increase their chances of finding a leader who will serve long and 
well, companies must do three things. First, they should have available 
a deep pool of internal candidates kept well stocked by a leadership 
development process that reaches from the bottom to the top. Second, 
boards should create, then continually update and refine a succession 
plan and have in place a thoughtful process for making decisions about 
candidates. Finally, directors considering outside candidates should be 
exacting, informed drivers of the executive search process, leading 
recruiters rather than being led by them. 

 
In my 35 years advising corporations, I have participated in dozens of 
CEO selections and have closely monitored numerous executive 
pipelines. Drawing on that experience, I will in these pages first explain 
why companies make poor appointments, and then suggest what they 
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can instead do to make good ones. Using these guidelines, organizations 
can ensure that all participants—directors, executive recruiters, and 
sitting CEOs—perform wisely and appropriately when it comes time to 
choose their next leader. 

 
The Trouble with Outsiders 

 
When companies lack the culture or the processes to grow their own 
heirs apparent, they have no choice but to look outside. More than a 
third (37 percent) of the Fortune 1,000 companies are run by external 
recruits, according to the public affairs firm Burson-Marsteller. Al- 
though global data are harder to come by, the worldwide trend appears 
to be similar. But external candidates are in most cases a greater risk 
because directors and top management cannot know them as well as 
they know their own people. 

 
Outsiders are generally chosen because they can do a job—turn around 
the company or restructure the portfolio. But the job is to lead a hugely 
complex organization over many years through an unpredictable 
progression of shifting markets and competitive terrains. Unfortunately, 
the requirements for that larger job are often not well defined by the 
board, which may be focused on finding a savior. 

 
The results are not surprising. In North America, 55 percent of outside 
CEOs who departed in 2003 were forced to resign by their boards, 
compared with 34 percent of insiders, Booz Allen reports. In Europe, 70 
percent of departing outsiders got the boot, compared with 55 percent 
of insiders. Some outside CEOs are barely around long enough to see 
their photographs hung in the headquarters lobby. Gil Amelio left 
Apple 17 months after he arrived from National Semiconductor. Ex- 
IBMer Richard Thoman was out of the top spot at Xerox after 13 months. 
David Siegel gave up the wheel at Avis Rent A Car for US Airways but 
departed two years later. 

 
Even under the best circumstances, CEO selection is something of a 
batting average: Companies will not hit successfully every time. But two 
or more consecutive outsider outs can have a devastating effect on 
employees, partners, and strategic position. New leaders import new 
teams and management styles. Continuity and momentum collapse, the 
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energy to execute dwindles, and morale plummets as employees obsess 
about who will get the next pink slip. Rather than focus on the competi- 
tion, companies starts to look inward. Bad external appointments are 
also expensive, since even poor performance is rewarded with rich 
severance packages. 

 
The Trouble with Insiders 

 
On the other hand, sometimes an external candidate exists who is, 
very simply, the best available choice. A skillful, diligent board may 
discover an outstanding fit between an outsider and the job at hand. 
Lou Gerstner and IBM spring to mind. Boards must remember that just 
as outsiders are not uniformly bad choices, insiders are not 
uniformly good ones. In certain situations, internal candidates 
actually present the greater risk. 

 
Some concerns about insiders, ironically, emerge from their very 
closeness to the company. For example, as known quantities, they 
may sail through lax due diligence process. Or their social 
networks and psychological ties may complicate the culture. Some 
will not have had the right experience or been tested in the right 
ways. Individuals from functional areas may not be up to the task of 
leading the entire business. Or a shift in the industry or market 
landscape may render carefully nurtured skills irrelevant. In some 
cases, the credibility of the outgoing CEO or management team 
may be so sullied that only a new broom can sweep the company 
clean. 

 
What is more, companies that have no ongoing senior management 
development program (currently more the rule than the exception) 
will in all probability need to look outside, maybe for as long as the 
next ten to twenty years. Outside candidates, in other words, should 
always be an option. But so long as they remain the only option, 
and the boards lack rigor in identifying and assessing them, 
succession is imperiled. 
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The Trouble with CEO Development 
 
Many organizations do a decent job nurturing middle managers, 
but meaningful leadership development stops well below the apex. 
The problem manifests itself as a dearth of senior managers, for 
which companies must increasingly shop in other neighborhoods. 
Almost half of respondents to the CLC survey had hired a third or 
more of their senior executive teams from outside, but only 22 
percent of those did so because they considered external candidates 
irresistibly appealing. Rather, 45 percent of all respondents judged 
that it would take too long or be too expensive to develop 
successors internally. 

 
It is easy to understand why they feel that way. Even where strong 
development programs exist, very few leaders will ever be qualified 
to run the company, very few. A $25 billion corporation with 70,000 
employees, for instance, may have 3,000 leaders, perhaps 50 to 
100 of whom would qualify for one for one of the ten jobs just below 
the top. That same company would be fortunate to field five strong 
internal candidates for CEO – and two or three is a more realistic 
number. General Electric had around 225,000 workers in 1993 
when Jack Welch identified 20 potential successors; over seven 
years, he winnowed the number to three. In CEO succession, it takes 
a ton of ore to produce an ounce of gold. 

 
Furthermore, the window in which to spot CEO talent is narrow. 
Companies require sufficiently seasoned candidates who can be 
counted on to hold the top job for ten years or more. That puts the age 
of accession at between 46 and 52. In my experience, for a candidate to 
be ready by 46, serious development should start by age 30. Recognizing 
which five saplings in a 3,000-tree forest are the ones to nurture 
requires a degree of discernment that most line managers and HR 
departments lack and few are developing. 

 
Some companies do identify candidates early but then fail to evaluate 
them properly. Such organizations often turn evaluation over to HR, 
which may rely excessively on packaged databases of leadership traits 
developed by researchers in the human behavior field. Those programs 
compare internal high potentials with generic benchmarks along many 
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dimensions, a process that creates fragmented profiles of some cookie- 
cutter ideal rather than nuanced, individualized portraits. What is 
more, most of those dimensions reflect only the personality traits and 
not the skills required of a CEO. 

 
Nor do many companies properly nurture the candidates they identify. 
Some misjudge the business's needs and consequently emphasize the 
wrong talents. Only 24 percent of organizations the CLC surveyed 
believe their leadership development efforts are aligned with their stra- 
tegic goals. And those goals can be a moving target, changing in 
response to sometimes tectonic shifts in the external environment, the 
marketplace change, and technology changes. Employees' skills become 
obsolete even as they develop. What is more, very few in-house executive 
education programs are designed to impart the skills and know-how that 
a CEO needs. 

 
But the larger issue is that true development happens on the job, not in 
a classroom. Few companies know how to get their best people the 
experiences that would prepare them for the CEO role or to rigorously 
evaluate them in the jobs they do perform. Many companies, for 
example, still equate leadership development with circulating candidates 
through multiple functions. In the 1970s, that was the rule at AT&T, 
IBM, and Xerox, companies that produced- leaders who went on to 
become CEOs elsewhere—and in some cases failed. 

 
The problem with that approach is that potential candidates do not 
stay long enough in one position to live with the consequences of their 
decisions. In addition, functional leaders learn to lead functions, not 
whole companies. Faced with external competition, they fall back on 
their functional expertise. You can mine all possible lessons from a turn 
as Vice President of Marketing and still be blindsided by a Profit & Loss 
Report. 
 
The Trouble with Boards 

 
Bob Stemple's short stint as the head of General Motors ended 
ingloriously in 1992—and so did the accepted wisdom that boards 
should automatically bless the departing CEO's hand-picked successor. 
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Yet while directors describe CEO succession as one of their most 
consuming issues, they do not appear consumed by it. In a survey by 
Mercer Delta and the University of Southern California, 40 percent of 
corporate directors called their involvement in CEO succession 
planning less than optimal. (I would hazard to add that far fewer are 
satisfied with the outcome of their involvement.) Only 21 percent 
responded that they were satisfied with their level of participation in 
developing internal candidates for senior management 

 
A packed agenda is the chief culprit Governance and fiduciary duties, in 
particular, command an outsize share of boards' attention. Mercer 
Delta asked directors to compare the amount of time they spend now 
with the amount they spent a year earlier on nine key activities. Large 
majorities reported devoting more or many more hours to monitoring 
accounting, Sarbanes-Oxley, risk, and financial performance. They also 
reported spending less time interacting with and preparing potential 
CEO successors than on any other activity. Yet boards' work on 
succession represents probably 80 percent of the value they deliver. If the 
choice of CEO successor is superb, all subsequent decisions become 
easier. 

 
Another huge problem is that the vast majority of search committee 
members have had no experience working together on a CEO suc- 
cession. As a result, they seldom coalesce into deep-delving bodies that 
get to the pith of their companies' fundamental needs. So they end up 
approaching their search with only the demands of the moment or— 
worse—the broadest of requirements. 

 
As they audition candidates, directors may be seduced by reputation, 
particularly if they are considering a Wall Street or media darling. A 
few aspiring CEOs employ publicists who flog rosy stories to 
journalists; when those leaders are up for other jobs, their press- 
bestowed halos follow them. Board members can also be blinded by 
charisma, by the sheer star quality of a candidate. There is nothing 
intrinsically wrong with charisma, though some criticize it as the 
sheep's clothing in which hubris lurks. But too often directors become 
so focused on what candidates are like that they do not press hard 
enough to discover what candidates can and cannot do. 
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For example, one board looking for a new CEO after firing the old one 
asked for someone who could build a great team and get things done. 
The recruiter presented such a person— an energetic, focused 
candidate whose personal qualities quickly won over directors. What 
the organization really needed was someone who could create a 
stream of new products and win shelf space from powerful retailers in a 
volatile marketplace. Unfortunately, the directors never specified 
those requirements, or raised them either during interviews or the 
background check. 

 
The candidate's upstream-marketing skills were poor to nonexistent. 
The company's market share declined precipitously, and three years 
later the CEO was out on his ear. On its second try, the board 
concentrated so hard on marketing that it ignored execution. The next 
CEO was a visionary and a marketing genius but was unable to get 
things done. The company, once first in its market, will probably be 
sold or stumble into Chapter 11. 

 
Finally, directors too often shunt due diligence to recruiters. As a 
result, that process can be quite superficial. One company that left 
vetting to its recruiter and investment banker found itself saddled with 
a leader who botched critical people issues. At a postmortem three 
years later, directors discovered that at his former company the CEO 
had routinely punted people problems to the chairman, who had been 
CEO before him and occupied the office next to his. That would have 
been nice to know before the pen touched the contract. 

 
The Trouble with Recruiters 

 
Executive recruiters are honest and highly professional. Still, they 
can wield disproportionate influence in CEO succession decisions. One 
reason is concentration. Just three recruiters control some 80 percent of 
the Fortune 100 CEO search market (a single firm claims fully 60 
percent of it), and one or two people within those companies direct the 
most important searches. These firms' social networks are vast and 
powerful. Anyone with a smidgen of ambition in the corporate world 
knows whom they have to know to get ahead. 
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At the same time, board members' inexperience and consequent inability 
to precisely define their needs makes recruiters' task difficult. Recruiters 
must satisfy their clients yet also manage them, helping the search 
committee to gel so they can extract the criteria they need while keeping 
requirements broad enough to cast the widest talent net possible. 

 
When committees do not gel, recruiters may step into the vacuum with 
their own criteria, and directors too often let them. Unfortunately, no 
executive recruiter can grasp the subtleties of a client's business as 
well as the client can. In the absence of effective direction, recruiters 
generally approach each search with a boilerplate of the 20 or so 
attributes they consider most desirable for any CEO. That formula 
tends to overemphasize generic qualities like character and vision, as 
well as team-building, change-management, and relationship skills. 
Psychology and chemistry are also very important to executive re- 
cruiters: Like directors, they may let a personality surplus overshadow 
a skills deficit 

 
In one—granted, extreme—case, the longtime CEO of a company with 
four highly successful businesses and a huge debt level was retiring. The 
recruiter produced a list of six candidates, pressing one—the head of a 
very large division at a multinational company-hard on the board. Yet 
all the recruiter gave the directors was a page-and-a-half description of 
this candidate's leadership skills; a list of his extensive connections with 
unions, customers, and government bodies; and an outline of his swift 
rise through the organization. 

 
A financial performance history for the candidate's division was not 
included and not publicly available, so a member of the search committee 
began to dig. He discovered that return on assets under the candidate's 
supervision was minuscule over the previous five years, even though his 
division was four times larger than the entire company considering him 
for CEO. Furthermore, this man had never earned cost of capital in his 
life. Even so, the recruiter wanted to put him in charge of a business that 
had certainly done so—and that hoped to rise to the next level. 

 
Fortunately, after much debate, the committee vetoed the 
recommendation, opting instead for number three on the recruiter's 
list— the president of another company, who had consistently improved 
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performance and delivered a 20 percent return on equity, his first three 
years, this new CEO took the stock from 24 to 108 in a slow-moving 
industry. The board was happy. Management was happy. The re- 
cruiter's preferred candidate was happy when he was placed at 
another, larger company— but then he was fired in six months. 

 
Executive recruiters also succumb to the usual-suspects bias, primarily 
looking for new heads above other companies' necks. It is just plain 
easier to compile a list of sitting CEOs than to make a case for—or take 
a risk on—a COO or an executive VP. Some recruiters go so far as to 
approach sitting CEOs, even with no specific jobs to dangle, and urge 
them to consider looking elsewhere. The recruiters' goal is to loosen a 
prized gem from its setting and thereby beat a fellow recruiter to the 
punch. 

 
Sometimes, the board's selection of recruiter is flawed from the start a 
director may jump the gun, recommending a recruiter he has worked 
well with even before the search committee is formed. Nor do most 
boards examine search firms' track records—that is, how many of the 
CEOs the firm has placed have succeeded and how many have failed. 
Even if directors did ask that question, they are not likely to get the 
answer because it appears no one is monitoring recruiters' 
performance. The stock-buying public, by contrast, knows exactly how 
well directors score on their CEO choices. 

 
How to Succeed at Succession 

 
Charlie Bell's ascension to the top spot at McDonald's within hours of 
Jim Cantalupo's death reflected well on a company that had its house 
in order, particularly when compared— as it inevitably was—with Coca- 
Cola's simultaneous travails. Similarly, NBC's early, orderly 
announcement that Brian Williams would replace network news 
anchor Tom Brokaw stands in stark relief to CBS's public uncertainty 
over Dan Rather's successor. (Anchors are not CEOs, of course, but 
they are even more visible and arguably as consequential to their 
organizations' fortunes.) 

 
By now it should be clear that the most important thing companies can 
do to improve succession is to bolster their leadership development and 
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focus on those very rare people in their ranks who might one day be 
CEO. Organizations must identify high-potential candidates early in 
their careers, and global companies must look in all the countries 
where they operate. As candidates enter the development pipeline, 
managers must constantly align their charges' education and on-the-job 
experience with the emerging landscape; they must rigorously assess 
the candidates' performance at each developmental stage. 

 
The very best preparation for CEOs is progression through positions 
with responsibility for steadily larger and more complex Profit & Loss 
centers. A candidate might start by managing a single product, then a 
customer segment, then a country, then several product lines, then a 
business unit, and then a division. Whatever the progression, Profit & 
Loss responsibility at every level is key. The Thomson Corporation, a 
global provider of information solutions, comprises more than 100 
P&L‘s, so its top people have abundant opportunity to run a $50 mil- 
lion to $100 million business. "That is the best crucible for formulating 
leaders that I know of," says Jim Smith, executive vice president of 
human resources and administration. 

 
Companies not set up to provide such opportunities should create 
jobs—large projects or small internal organizations—that exercise the 
Profit & Loss muscle. Otherwise, they risk elevating an internal candidate 
who is not prepared. For example, one $10 billion company in a highly 
capital-intensive and unionized industry has targeted as CEO successor 
the head of its smallest division. The candidate is a brilliant, articulate 
young man but has no experience running a big business in general or 
this type of business in particular (his own division is knowledge 
intensive, and unionized labor has no presence). The board is 
considering creating a deputy position within its largest division for this 
person and making the 59-year-old current division head (who will 
retire in three years) his coach, granting that coach a bonus if he en- 
sures his successor's success. 

 
Companies with inflexible functional structures will probably be forced 
to import Profit & Loss - tested leaders from outside and place them in 
very high positions. To reduce the risk, they should bring in such 
executives three or four years before the expected succession. That can 
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be challenging, however, because many will demand appointment to 
the top spot in less than a year. 

 
But leadership development is just part of the solution. Boards, too, can 
greatly improve the chances of finding a strong successor by acting 
vigilantly before and during the search. Senior executive development 
should be overseen by the board's compensation and organization 
committee, which needs to receive periodic reports on the entire pool 
of potential CEOs and regular updates on those bobbing near the top 
of it The committee should spend a third of its time examining lists of the 
top 20 candidates in the leadership pipeline. In addition, at least 15 
percent of the 60 or so hours that members meet as a full board 
should be devoted to succession. At minimum, the board ought to 
dedicate two sessions a year to hashing over at least five CEO 
candidates, both internal and external. 

 
And directors should personally get to know the company's rising stars. 
Promising leaders should be invited to board meetings, to the dinners 
that precede board meetings, and members should talk with them 
informally whenever possible. Directors should also meet with and 
observe candidates within the natural habitats of their business 
operations. In this way, when it comes time to single out CEO candidates, 
directors will be considering a set of very well-known quantities. 

 
The "Fit" Imperative 

 
The goal of all these interactions and deliberations is for board 
members to reach a highly refined but dynamic understanding of the 
CEO position and their options for it long before appointing a 
successor. Company leaders should be as well defined as puzzle pieces; 
their strengths and experiences must match the shape of their 
organizations' needs. That is, they simply must fit. Boards achieve fit 
by specifying, in terms as precise as possible, three or four aspects of 
talent, know-how, and experience that are non-negotiable. 

 
Ideally, these attributes pertain to the organization's dominant needs 
for the next several years, but they should also relate to future growth. 
In one recent CEO succession, the company, in conjunction with a 
boutique recruiting firm, began with impossibly broad criteria that 
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included everything from industry leader to change agent The process 
floundered until the search committee narrowed its focus to three 
qualities: experience in segmenting markets according to customer 
needs, the talent to grow the business organically and a track record 
of building strong executive teams. Those three skills, in addition to 
general leadership traits, delineated the pond in which this company 
fished. 

 
The job of defining such qualities belongs to the search committee, which 
should form well before succession is scheduled to take place. As they 
wrestle with requirements, committee members must constantly keep 
in mind the company's changing circumstances, so that an 
understanding of what currently works does not congeal into what 
works, period. 

 
For example, Bank of America flourished for years under deal maker par 
excellence Hugh McColl, Jr. But by the time he stepped down in 2001, 
integration, rather than acquisition, had become the dominant 
challenge. Having recognized the altered environment several years 
before, BOA's board chose not a leader in McColl's image but instead 
Ken Lewis, a company veteran proficient at integration of acquisitions 
and organic growth. (For an example of how a company integrates its 
leadership development with its strategy, see the sidebar "The Living 
Succession Tree.") 

 
Specific, nonnegotiable criteria also let directors keep control when 
they work with executive recruiters. With good direction, search firms 
can be a valuable source of objectivity - benchmarking internal 
candidates against outsiders and making sure that board members 
consider all possibilities, even if they prefer an insider. Some companies 
even bring in recruiters to do independent assessments of insider 
candidates. Their concurrence with a board's judgment carries weight 
with shareholders and potential critics. 

 
Search firms ask boards to recommend candidates, and they take those 
recommendations seriously. But, ultimately, it is the recruiter who 
compiles the list, and the compiler of the list wields considerable 
influence. Directors must require from recruiters detailed explanations 
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of how the candidates fulfill their criteria. A ten-page report on each is 
reasonable. 

 
When the time comes to select the new CEO, directors—ordinarily a 
polite breed, unaccustomed to challenging one another or asking 
discomforting questions—must engage in a vigorous discussion of the 
candidates' comparative merits. One search committee that did an 
outstanding job making the final decision invited five candidates (two 
internal and three external) to a hotel for a couple of days. The two 
internal candidates were favorites of two different directors. On the 
first day, the committee interviewed three candidates, two external, and 
one internal. The directors split into two groups of three, and each 
group spoke with one candidate for 90 minutes. After these interviews, 
the directors broke for 45 minutes to share impressions, then switched 
candidates. Then the two groups of directors took turns interviewing 
the third candidate, similarly sharing impressions informally. At the 
end of the first day, the committee members debated over dinner, and 
the director who had originally advocated for the internal candidate 
volunteered that he was indeed not the strongest choice. The next day, 
they repeated the process with the two other candidates, and the results 
were remarkably the same, with the director who had originally 
advocated for the internal candidate changing his mind. In the course 
of these discussions, all hidden agendas fell away, requirements were 
honed, and directors were able to reach consensus. 

 
Finally, board members must do due diligence on outside candidates— 
and do it well. Directors must seek reliable external sources and 
demand candor from them. Board members should ask first about the 
candidate's natural talents. If those gifts—admirable as they may be— 
do not match the position's specific profile, that candidate is not worth 
pursuing. Needless to say, due diligence is also the time to root out any 
fatal character flaws. 

 
At this point, the role of the outgoing CEO is chiefly consultative. He or 
she must be active in spotting and grooming talent, help define the job's 
requirements, provide accurate information about both internal and 
external candidates, and facilitate discussions between candidates and 
directors. But when the choice of successor is imminent, make no 
mistake: that decision belongs to the board. 



P a g e   |  216   

Inside a Development Engine 
 
Despite the current crisis, we know it is possible to build organizations 
that reliably produce great CEO‘s. Starting after World War II, a few 
corporations emerged as veritable leadership factories. Companies like 
General Electric, Emerson Electric, Sherwin-Williams, Procter & 
Gamble, and Johnson & Johnson managed to stock not only their own 
corner offices but also many others. (Of course even great companies 
sometimes stumble: Procter & Gamble had a failure from within when 
it promoted Durk Jager to the top spot, but it is going great guns 
under the stewardship of company veteran A.G. Lafley.) 

 
Reuben Mark has sat atop Colgate-Palmolive for 20 years, so the 
company's CEO succession chops have not been recently proven. But I 
believe the consumer products giant has a first-rate process for 
identifying and developing CEO talent at the very least it produced 
three internal candidates who are excellent prospects for the job. 

 
Colgate-Palmolive does business in more than 200 countries; its 
emerging leaders are correspondingly international and diverse. 
Leadership evaluation begins during the first year of employment. "It 
may seem strange to talk about someone who has been here just a 
year when discussing the pipeline to the CEO," says Bob Joy, senior vice 
president of global human resources. "But the earlier you start to 
identify talent, the earlier you can provide the job assignments and 
develop the broad business experience needed by a CEO candidate." 

 
Each subsidiary identifies its own high potentials and submits that list 
to local general managers, who add and subtract names and then 
hand the list off to the division heads. These lists wind their way up the 
chain until they reach the Colgate-Palmolive Human Resource (CPHR) 
committee, composed of Colgate's CEO, president, COO, the senior VP 
of HR, and the senior candidates up for the top job. CPHR modifies 
and consolidates the lists into a single master list, dispatching it back 
down the ranks where managers can contest decisions made by those 
above them. The process takes place once a year. 

 
Those who make the cut are deployed in one of three tracks. The first 
track, local talent, is for relatively junior staff who might become the 
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direct reports of a general manager. Someone more advanced would be 
designated regional talent, and given, for example, a significant 
position in Asia. The most elevated track—global talent—is the 
reservoir from which the most senior jobs are filled. Throughout their 
careers, all these high potentials receive assignments that stretch their 
abilities and expand their knowledge, exposing them to a variety of 
markets, cultures, consumers, and business circumstances. CPHR itself 
designs career paths for general managers and higher positions 
because the committee is at the same time dynamically developing the 
profile of Colgate's future leadership team. (Also, says Joy, "you can 
imagine the kind of resistance you'd get from a division president who 
would like to keep his high-potential people in his own area.") The 
thousand or so highest high potentials (out of a total pool of about 
2,000) receive outside executive coaching, which includes 360-degree 
feedback on current and past assignments. 

 
Having identified its high potentials, Colgate strives to bolster its 
connection to the company. One tactic is recognition: "If you are 
talking about the future leaders of your company, you want them to feel 
special," says Joy. "You want them to have Colgate in their veins." 
Toward that end, the company sponsors a series of "visibility 
programs." One, for example, gathers high potentials from all over the 
world at Colgate's New York headquarters for week-long sessions 
during which they meet with every senior leader in the company. In 
addition, each high potential receives a special stock grant, which 
arrives with a personal letter from the CEO. 

 
Colgate's global growth program mandates that all senior managers 
retain 90 percent of their high potentials or lose some compensation. If 
a high potential at any level, anywhere in the world, does resign, the 
CEO, the COO, the president, and Joy are alerted within 24 hours and 
move immediately to retain that person. 

 
Perhaps most important, Joy collaborates with the office of the 
chairman to connect directors early and often with high potentials in 
all areas. At the most senior level, functional leaders introduce the 
board to the top two or three most-promising heirs for their own posi- 
tions, adding detailed analyses of those candidates' strengths and 
weaknesses. Emerging leaders routinely take part in presentations to 
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the board and meet informally with directors over lunch. Board 
members closely track the progress not of one or two people but of the 
top 200, frequently discussing how each piece fits into the puzzle and 
what experiences or skills might improve that fit 

 
As a result, when CEO succession looms, the board and top management 
will be able to select from candidates they have spent many, many 
years observing and evaluating. "If you start five years or even ten 
years before the CEO is going to retire," says Joy, "it may be too late." 

 
Of course Colgate-Palmolive—like General Electric—tackles succession 
from a position of strength. Its CEO has been two decades in the saddle, 
and he is passionate on the subject of an heir. Companies with less- 
veteran chiefs— and whose boards have been negligent in this area— 
will probably need to line up candidates quickly, while laying a deeper 
pipeline. They will in all likelihood have to bring in outsiders and 
position them to gain the requisite business and industry experience. 
That may mean shaking up the leadership team and reporting 
structures to free up slots in which outsiders can be tested. This 
restructuring will probably be resented, but it is necessary pain. 

 
A quick infusion of talent may be a company's only course, but it is no 
way to run a railroad. Organizations without meaningful pipelines 
must start now to put them in place. Young companies should create the 
processes that will come to fruition in five or ten years' time. Choosing 
the CEO's successor is not one decision but the amalgam of thousands of 
decisions made by many people every day over years and years. Such 
meticulous, steady attention to defining needs and evaluating candi- 
dates produces strong leaders and inspires succession planners at lower 
levels to exercise the same discipline. 

 
The trend of CEO failures must be reversed. CEO succession is all 
boards' paramount responsibility, nothing else so profoundly affects their 
companies' futures. Directors must start investing their time and energy 
today. The call for a new leader could come tomorrow. 
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The Living Succession Tree 
 
Four years ago, top management at the Thomson Corporation realized 
that its CEO succession process had passed out of life and into a stagnant 
existence on paper. Leadership development chugged along separately 
from business planning. Human resource groups produced reams of 
documents and charts dense with the branches of succession trees. "We 
never used them," says Jim Smith, executive vice president of human 
resources and administration at the $7 billion global company." I never 
saw anybody go to a chart and say, 'Let us look at this.'" 

 
So the company decided to rethink talent management in order to 
field leaders who could run Thomson under whatever conditions 
might exist. The new process is built on two principles: Succession 
planning should happen in lockstep with strategy making, and the 
current CEO should be intimately and visibly involved. 

 
Each February, Thomson's 200 top managers gather to review 
corporate initiatives. Then in April, CEO Richard Harrington, CFO 
Robert Daleo, and Smith conduct strategy reviews with emerging 
leaders in every business unit. Goals coming out of those talks—
related to markets, customers, products, and growth areas— 
accompany the trio into the next round of discussions, which takes 
place in June and focuses on management development. 

 
At that point, Harrington, Daleo, and Smith devote eight full days 
to listening to senior executives (including CEO candidates) report 
on their highest potentials. The trio insists on concrete examples 
throughout. ―It is so easy to generalize on how somebody's doing: 
'He's a good guy' and 'She's terrific with people‘‖ says Smith."We 
want to pin down the facts beneath that. 'You say she's good with 
people. Give me some examples of who she's developed. How many 
have been promoted?'" 

 
The same people who attended the strategy meetings attend the 
leadership development meetings, so everyone in the room un- 
derstands what talent the business requires. And when those same 
people  reconvene  again  a  few  months  later  to  discuss  budgets, 
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conclusions from the strategy and leadership development rounds 
inform their decisions. By year's end, Thomson has tightly inte- 
grated strategy, leadership, and budget plans. And Harrington and 
his senior team have spent many, many hours getting to know the 
company's most-promising CEO candidates. 

 
Smith has three recommendations for companies interested in 
crafting a similar system, which has proved constructive to 
managers and the board alike. First, make sure the CEO devotes 
considerable personal time to identifying, getting to know, and de- 
veloping leaders. Second, treat leadership development as part of the 
process used to run the business. Finally, make the process informal 
enough to encourage conversation. "We used to produce books," 
says Smith. "Now we have conversations. 

 
This article by Ram Charan was published in the February 2005 
edition of Harvard Business Review. While I promised not to 
include a litany of outside research and studies, Ram‘s article says 
basically the same thing we have been saying for many years from 
a slightly different perspective. 

 
I sincerely hope the material contained in these pages is helpful to 
you and to your organization. Whether you are a hiring manager, 
search professional or candidate, I encourage you to think seriously 
about your processes for managing executive searches and your 
own career. If we may be of any further assistance please feel free 
to contact any of our search professionals through our website at 
www.allenaustin.com or contact me directly at 
(713) 355-1900 extension 101.  

Warmest Regards, 

 

http://www.allenaustinearch.com/
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respected   consultant   focused   on   what   can   best   be   described   as 
re-inventing the search process.  Rob has been building real world 
leadership teams since 1975 and has been a student and an innovator in 
the area of human capital leadership. 

 
Rob is a human capital leadership aficionado and lends his passion for 
facilitating and building high performance teams to clients, consultants 
and candidates worldwide. He is always pushing the edge of the 
envelope to improve processes that produce high performance leadership 
teams and stellar business results. 

 
Rob's personal consulting practice focuses on board and general 
management searches for a broad range of industries. His clients have 
run the gamut from $6 million privately held enterprises to $75+ billion 
publicly held multinational corporations. Rob has successfully completed 
searches at the CEO, COO, CFO and CTO level, as well as officer level 
searches in the functional areas of operations, marketing,  merchandising, 
advertising, construction, facilities management, finance, accounting, 
systems, transportation, logistics, distribution, and security. Rob has 
personally conducted over 220 searches during his consulting career. 

 
Prior to reentering the world of search in 1994, Rob served as regional 
vice president for Kash n' Karry Food Stores in Tampa where he had 
total P&L responsibility for a region consisting of forty-nine 
supermarkets, three super-warehouse stores and thirty-one liquor stores. 
Rob  also  had  responsibility  for  culture  change  management,  service 
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operations, training and for leading a major initiative to choreograph the 
customer‘s shopping experience. 

 
Prior to his tenure at Kash n' Karry, Rob spent seven years with National 
Convenience Stores, rising from the level of area supervisor to division 
head in three years. During Rob's tenure at NCS, he had total 
responsibility for as many as 516 stores spread from El Paso, Texas to 
West Palm Beach, Florida. Rob consistently managed the top performing 
divisions in the company. 

 
The early years in Rob's career included two years in search with Roth 
Young and thirteen years in retail, nine of which were spent with 
Safeway Stores Incorporated. In 1975 Rob became one of the youngest 
store managers in the history of the company. He quickly developed a 
reputation for his ability to drive sales and net profit in each of his six 
assignments as store manager. 

 
Rob completed an undergraduate degree, attending classes on weekends, 
at Our Lady of the Lake University in San Antonio, Texas, while 
managing the southwestern division for National Convenience Stores in 
1991. He subsequently completed his graduate work in business at the 
University of Texas at Austin in 1996 while serving as Executive Vice 
President of an east coast executive search firm. Rob completed the 
Leading Professional Service Firms Program at the Harvard Business 
School in 2007. 

 
Allen Austin, founded by Rob in 1996, is unique among search firms 
with its passion for facilitating matches that work and last. Allen Austin 
has followed through on over 1,140 retained engagements, having never 
abandoned a single uncompleted assignment. 92 percent retention at the 
2 year mark and a 97 percent offer/acceptance ratio are resultant of a 
rigorous process that has evolved over a period of thirty years of 
intensive study of hundreds of executive placements, successes and 
failures. The Allen Austin Foresight process endeavors to explore ALL 
critical success factors vital to long term success. 

 
Allen Austin is a member in good standing with The Association of 
Executive Search Firms (AESC). Allen Austin is listed among the largest 
retained executive search consulting firms in Houston by the Houston 
Business Journal and has been ranked the #1 Executive Retained Search 
Firm in 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2013.  

 


