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David Bell has hired his share of exec-
utives. Not only is he director of peo-
ple for the media giant Pearson,
whose divisions include Prentice Hall,
Penguin Books, and the Financial
Times, but he is also chair of a number
of nonprofits and selection commit-
tees for the British Civil Service.

“In one of the nonprofits I’ve
chaired,” he recalls, “we con-
ducted an exhaustive set of inter-
views for the top job on both
sides of the Atlantic. We chose
the person we thought was tailor-
made for the position. Nine
months later, he quit.”

In a summer 2005 MIT Sloan
Management Review article, Clau-
dio Fernández-Aráoz, a senior
partner at Egon Zehnder Interna-
tional, elucidates why executive
hiring is so difficult. He also sug-
gests how companies and non-
profits can choose better bosses.

One obstacle to making wise
hires, Fernández-Aráoz notes, is
that the distribution of talent in
any executive pool is highly
skewed toward mediocrity. The
best executives – who can outperform
average executives by as much as 1,000
percent in real dollar terms – are few
and far between.

“That’s why it’s worth spending a
lot of time and effort to find, assess,
and retain good people,” says Fernán-
dez-Aráoz. “Huge amounts of money
are at stake – even the life of the orga-
nization itself.”

Hiring committees typically make
the mistake of focusing on measurable
factors, such as IQ, at the expense of
“soft” qualities, such as emotional

intelligence, notes Fernández-Aráoz.
On the other hand, he says, it’s easy to
mistake a candidate’s commitment to
a cause for true managerial skill.

Other hiring hindrances include
making snap judgments and sticking
with the familiar. “We tend to choose
those who are like us,” he says, “but
nonprofits especially need diversity,

because it generates the kind of cre-
ative tension and innovation that is
required when you’re working with
limited budgets.”

A “best practices” approach to hir-
ing, says Fernández-Aráoz, starts with
carefully defining what the organiza-
tion needs in an executive. “It’s not
just about getting someone who fits
with your values, but about deciding
what core competencies are needed,”
he says.

Psychologist Richard Boyatzis, co-
author of the best-selling “Primal

Leadership” (2002) and “Resonant
Leadership” (2005), agrees that “the
point is to get the list right.” In the
case of nonprofits, he says, search
committees are less likely than corpo-
rations to identify what’s missing in
the current executive – and thus
what’s needed in the next. “The other
extreme,” he says, “is to seek some-
one who is completely different from
the previous executive. Either
approach is wrong. You obviously
need a mix of competencies.”

Fernández-Aráoz urges executive
search committees to cast a wide
net, and to consider both inter-
nal and external candidates
simultaneously. “Nonprofits usu-
ally don’t have the resources to
groom internal candidates prop-
erly, so the chances that they
have the best performer in-house
are lower than for a large com-
pany with an elaborate
employee development pro-
gram.”

He also stresses the need for
thorough interviews and refer-
ence checks. “Interview ques-
tions should focus not on peo-
ple’s strengths and weaknesses,
but rather on how candidates
have handled situations that are
similar to those they would face

in your organization,” he says. Refer-
ence checks should be conducted in
person whenever possible, and should
similarly focus on how the candidate
met specific challenges.

Bell adds a final good interview
practice: “Listen to what the candi-
date doesn’t say.” In the case of the
executive who quit after nine months,
Bell says that “if we had listened
harder, we would have realized that
the field the job was in was not the
candidate’s first love.” –Marguerite
Rigoglioso
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