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Lisa Bodell, Innovation Expert; Founder and CEO, futurethink; Author, Kill the Company

KiLL ThE COmpANy 
Start an Innovation Revolution

Overview
Change is a challenge for people and organizations. The 
problem is that we tend to approach change in the wrong 
way. We believe we’re good at spotting the next new thing, 
and actually may be. But preparing an organization for com-
ing change takes much more; it requires thinking. Only with 
deep thinking can we see past “what we are” to “what we 
are becoming.” 

Yet barriers symptomatic of the complacency and conformi-
ty pervasive in organizational life stifle thought. They make 
thinking a “daring act.” 

Through training and hiring, HR can help foster a workplace 
environment where forward thinking and innovation thrive. 
But first, elements of corporate life that squelch initiative, 
silence voices, and tamp out original thought must die. It 
is incumbent upon HR to take a leading role in “killing the 
company”—thereby freeing the organization to embrace 
change.

Context
Innovation expert Lisa Bodell explained how corporate 
cultures squelch innovation and create change-averse 
organizations. She shared best practices for unleashing 
employees’ creativity, insights, and initiative.

Key Takeaways
Change is a challenge because we approach it wrong, 
with trepidation instead of thought. 
Change is a must for organizations, as trends and techno-
logical innovations visible on the horizon today will leave 
few industries or companies unaltered. However, change is 
a challenge for most people; it makes us uncomfortable, as 
it is associated with complexity and disruption.  

The problem is we’re approaching change in the wrong 
way. It needn’t be complex, but can instead be simple, bro-
ken down into logical questions pursued to logical  

answers. It needn’t be disrupting but can be freeing, involv-
ing removal of corporate processes that have outlived their 
usefulness. 

Taking the right approach to change is far more than 
trend-spotting, however. Many of us can spot change 
coming, but few of us think hard enough about where it is 
going. Instead, we need to identify possible, probable, and 
preferred change scenarios and think about their impacts 
on our organizations, to determine the best responses. We 
need to think less about our companies as they are and 
more about what they are becoming. 

“You can see change happen, but the 
problem is you don’t often think about 
where it’s going. Because where it 
starts and where it finishes are never, 
ever the same.”
Lisa Bodell

Preparing organizations for change is less about what 
they are than what they are becoming. 
Minds mired in what a company currently is have difficulty 
seeing what it may become. Three barriers pervasive in 
corporate cultures are problematic. All three reflect outdat-
ed priorities, misaligned with the need of every organization 
to adapt and evolve: 

1. Valuing managing over leading. Companies aren’t groom-
ing visionary leaders. They are grooming managers. These 
people are professional skeptics who can tell you what’s 
wrong with something far more readily than what’s right. 
Mitigating risk in the present is what they are all about. 
Thought needs to be given to evolving for the future.

2. Valuing process over culture. Hard skills and statistical 
data are prioritized over the soft skills that are important 
for behavioral change. But what an organization is be-
coming is closely tied to behavioral change. 
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3. Valuing doing over thinking. In our culture of doing, 
“thinking has become a daring act.” Most executives 
spend the majority of their work time on emails or in 
meetings; that is, activities focused on current operations 
that are about what the organization is, not what it is 
becoming. 

HR practitioners must be able to see how their organiza-
tions are evolving, because that dictates whom to hire. For 
example, Shell’s future will be about alternative energy, 
which means hiring not just geoscientists but also bio-sci-
entists, and competing with pharmaceutical companies for 
talent. 

“Who you are becoming dictates who 
you should be hiring right now.”
Lisa Bodell

futurethink has identified four phases that trends with 
staying power pass through, as shown below: Emerging, 
Framing, Mainstreaming, and Resolution/Plateau. Organi-
zations operating in change-affected industries can decide 
where along the way to engage in the trend; the danger lies 
in ignoring it. 

Organizations that continually embrace change 
practice “proactive obsolescence.” 
Essentially, forward-thinking organizations put themselves 
out of business before competitors do. It is a strategy that 
requires introspection. People discuss the question, “If 
suddenly we couldn’t make money as we usually do, how 
would we?” They prepare for that contingency by entering 
new markets and operating in new, smarter ways.

That internal realignment requires introspection too. Old 
policies and rules that no longer serve a useful purpose 
are killed. A fun exercise is to list all of the time-wasting, 
process-laden rules that people adhere to just because it’s 
“how things are done,” and then abolish them. The organi-
zation is simplified, becoming more nimble and responsive 

to change, and the exercise gives people license to think 
unconventionally.

Eight characteristics that HR can cultivate reflect an 
openness to change.
Through training and hiring practices, HR can shape an 
organization’s openness to change. Eight characteristics are 
critical, shown below. Few individuals embody all eight, but 
every work team should have a good distribution with all 
eight represented.

Three simple tools can help kick-start change in your 
organization. 
These are things you can start implementing right away, 
starting with your own teams. They will give people per-
mission to stretch their thinking, air their views, and start 
dismantling the barriers to change and innovation: 

•	 Ask killer questions. With information of all sorts at our 
fingertips, the ability to ask the right questions is becom-
ing more valuable than having the right answers. Killer 
questions are specific. They are not snoozers like, “How 
could we make xyz better?” but provocative like: “What 
would you love to know about customers or employees 
but are afraid to ask?” “What would a tell-all book about 
this company include?” Those are the types of questions 
likely to generate valuable new insights. 

•	 Reverse assumptions. Adults’ tendency to recognize pat-
terns, even where they are not actually patterns, causes 
us jump to assumptions. Reversing assumptions opens up 
possibilities, begging the question why not do something 
unexpected, such as offer dining experiences in pitch 
black (e.g., Dans le Noir). 

•	 Kill a stupid rule. It is in our animal nature to obey cultur-
al norms and rules even when they make no sense but 
remain simply “the way things are done.” For example, do 
you have rules about who can attend particular meetings? 
Why? Some companies have gone so far as to introduce 

http://www.danslenoir.com/index.en.html
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“chief simplification officers” to identify whatever doesn’t 
work and get rid of it. That will free people’s time to think 
about change and innovation, and loosen the chokehold 
of creativity-inhibiting norms.

“Change is a choice. It doesn’t have to 
be complex; it can be handled in very 
simple ways just to get started. And it 
can begin with you.”
Lisa Bodell

You Can See the Future; JuSt think
Ms. Bodell’s company futurethink teaches people to identify 
possible, probable, and preferable scenarios for change. She 
led the audience in an exercise to illustrate how tough this is. 
Participants voted on whether three scenarios will be true or 
false in the future:

1. Google Glass will be used in manufacturing to improve 
quality control and training. Employees will be required to 
wear the devices to capture video and other data about 
their work. 

2. Organizations will tackle the problem of siloed communi-
cations by pairing people in different divisions randomly for 
lunch dates.

3. Automakers will expand into healthcare, capturing data on 
drivers’ health from in-car sensors and steering drivers away 
from environmental health risks like smog. 

The first is false, as probable as it seems. The second and third 
are funny ideas that are not only true but already happening 
(see Lunch Roulette and Your Next Doctor Might Be Your Car).  

Each example calls for thought questions that characterize the 
right—i.e., thoughtful--approach to change:

1. How will HR prepare company cultures for the more trans-
parent, accountable age of ‘wearables?’ Given how em-
ployees mandated to wear devices that collect data on their 
activities would feel, this idea doesn’t seem realistic.

2. How can you better facilitate change using more diverse 
collaboration? Lunch Roulette is a simple, inexpensive, and 
effective idea.

3. Old business models die as new ones emerge. What trans-
formations will change your industry? 

http://lunchroulette.us/index.html
http://www.fastcoexist.com/1680706/your-next-doctor-might-be-your-car%231
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risks. HR should know not just laws applicable to their orga-
nization and how to comply, but also hiring best practices 
that can reduce the odds that employees or job candidates 
will sue, claiming unlawful treatment. 

“All of my advice is designed to limit 
your chances of being sued.”
Christopher C. Hoffman

Best practices can lessen a company’s risk of being 
sued by an employee or job candidate. 
In establishing hiring practices:

•	 Know your legal objectives: to avoid claims and viola-
tions. These include claims of discrimination, negligent 
hiring, and statutory violations. Thorough procedures, 
implemented consistently for all candidates, are critical.

•	 Know your legal situation. Make sure you understand all 
applicable federal and state laws governing recruiting and 
hiring practices as well as local ordinances. Some states 
have laws, for example, which prohibit employers from ask-
ing candidates about criminal records on applications. Cali-
fornia has not passed such a law, but San Francisco has.

Before recruiting:

•	 Ensure that your job-posting practices conform to any 
requirements of your state.

•	 Conduct an ADA accommodation analysis to ensure 
compliance. 

•	 Take care with language in advertisements. Avoid 
promises, inflated compensation claims, discriminatory 
language, and slips of the tongue (e.g., not “salesman” but 
“sales person”). 

•	 Check all pre-hire forms for conformity to laws. This in-
cludes the employment application, background check ac-
knowledgement forms and disclosures (remember Equal 
Employment Opportunity disclaimers!), and authorization 

Overview
California has the most extensive and restrictive labor laws 
of any U.S. state. Consequently, more lawsuits are brought 
against employers there than in any other state. Often, 
sued companies could have avoided litigation with sharper 
awareness of how their hiring procedures and practices left 
them vulnerable to erroneous allegations. 

Understanding the laws in California and best practices for 
complying with these laws is instructive for all companies, 
in all geographies. Following best practices can help avoid 
becoming the target of lawsuits. 

Context
Employment law expert Christopher Hoffman, who defends 
employers in lawsuits and works to find practical solu-
tions to minimize corporations’ employment litigation risks, 
detailed California and federal laws that should be on HR’s 
radar and discussed hiring-related situations that leave 
companies vulnerable to erroneous allegations. He shared 
best practices to mitigate such risks 

Key Takeaways
California is the epicenter of employment-related 
litigation.
Hoffman termed California the “epicenter of litigation,” espe-
cially employment litigation. On average there are about 150 
lawsuits filed in the state per day; employment-related cas-
es are the second most frequent type after auto accident 
claims. Employers are easy targets in California because of 
the voluminous employment laws—dwarfing federal em-
ployment-related laws. And more laws are constantly being 
added: In 2014, California’s governor signed more than 
1,000 new bills into law. 

Whether companies operate in California or not, it is prudent 
to understand the super-cautious approach that California 
employers are advised to take to minimize litigation-related 

Christopher C. Hoffman, Regional Managing Partner, Fisher & Phillips LLP

Hiring WitHout Litigating in CaLifornia
How to Onboard Employees Without Jumping Overboard
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offer, at the employer’s expense, and reflect the same 
processes for the same jobs.

•	 Psychological tests—base these on hard data. A common 
legal strategy of plaintiffs’ attorneys is to challenge the 
validity of psychological tests, particularly when results 
are based on subjective analysis versus statistics. 

•	 Social media—what you don’t know can’t hurt you. HR 
should strongly caution managers to resist Googling 
applicants. Doing so is dangerous. Information learned 
through social media can become the basis for allega-
tions of bias or discrimination. California employers are 
prohibited from requiring employees or applicants to pro-
vide access to personal social media accounts (broadly 
defined to include email, text messages, blogs, website 
profiles, online services, and photographs). Employers 
can access employee social media accounts in the con-
text of investigating violations or misconduct, however, or 
on employer-issued electronic devices.

•	 References and interviews—try to spot people who pose 
litigation risks. The best information comes when super-
visors check references with candidates’ former super-
visors versus HR calling HR. Often in harassment cases, 
the harasser would never have been hired had the right 
questions been asked of former work associates. In inter-
viewing, ask candidates opinions of their current (or last) 
supervisor and job. If that question unleashes a torrent of 
negativity, the person could be perpetually disgruntled 
and prone to sue. Ask if the applicant is eligible for rehire 
with former employers, and if not, why. If possible, men-
tion someone you know at the person’s former company, 
saying that you’ll give your contact there a call. A nervous 
reaction should give an employer pause.

When hiring:

•	 Offer letters—be specific. These should be detailed and 
carefully define the at-will employment relationship and 
arbitration processes. Compensation and commission 
agreements should be spelled out clearly. California’s 
Wage Theft Prevention Act specifies which compensa-
tion-related details must be provided with a job offer, 
including pay dates, rates of pay, and a sick leave notice. 

•	 Employment contracts—be sure independent contractors 
truly are. Be sure that any worker designated as an inde-
pendent contractor (versus an employee) fits that classifi-
cation. States levy big fines for misclassification, and have 
been going after employers for the revenue opportunity. 
If you use contractors, be sure that your employment 
contract supports that classification. The difference be-
tween an employee and a contractor relates to whether 

forms for drug and other kinds of testing. The employment 
application is a critical document, often used as evidence 
in court; unfortunately, many employers forget to update 
it as needed. The application’s legal jargon must match 
that of the company’s other documents. HR should instruct 
hiring managers not to write on the application, even to fill 
in parts the candidate left blank; notes by a hiring man-
ager might be construed in court as evidence of bias or a 
personal agenda.

When investigating applicants:

•	 Make sure that all processes and procedures comply 
with applicable laws and that the nature of the information 
obtained is legitimate for the position to be filled. 

•	 Background checks—know your obligations. When a 
third party is used to conduct background checks on job 
candidates, employers are still on the hook for compli-
ance to laws. The Federal Consumer Reporting Agencies 
Act (FCRA)—and California’s counterpart, ICRAA—restricts 
the type of information that consumer reporting agencies 
(CRAs) can provide to employers. California law prohib-
its employers from obtaining credit reports, except for 
certain types of positions. Some states prohibit criminal 
checks. For employers, compliance with these acts entails 
five things: 

 ― Provide the applicant with prior written disclosure and 
obtain a signed authorization form from the applicant, 
which must be a stand-alone document.  

 ― Certify to the CRA that the information obtained will 
be used for proper purposes in compliance with FCRA 
(and ICRAA if applicable).

 ― If requested, give the applicant a copy of the report 
obtained within three days of receipt.

 ― Give the applicant or employee written notice before 
taking adverse action as a result of the report; how 
long before is not specified by FCRA, but at least five 
business days is recommended. The purpose is to 
give applicants an opportunity to correct incomplete or 
inaccurate reports.

 ― Give the applicant written notice when taking adverse 
action.

•	 Drug tests—know the rules. Know the rules on your 
state’s books governing employer drug testing and estab-
lish procedures to comply. Implement these consistently.

•	 Physical exams—make sure you can defend why. Make 
sure that any physical exams are justified by job-related 
requirements. Physical exams should occur after the job 
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the worker or the company has the control. Contractors 
should be free to work for others and to make profit gains 
via efficiency. 

•	 Mandated information—don’t forget to provide. Be sure 
to provide new employees with all mandated forms and 
brochures (e.g., paid family leave notice, workers’ com-
pensation pamphlet). 

Additional information
•	 California employers, take note. A wealth of information 

on the state’s labor laws and what is required of employ-
ers when hiring can be found on the Department of 
Industrial Relations’ website. 

http://www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/DLSE-Publications.htm
http://www.dir.ca.gov/dlse/DLSE-Publications.htm
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Best Practice #1: Great recruiters conduct precise 
online searches that yield better results. 
Recruiters’ online activity averages 110 webpages per day, 
and LinkedIn represents nearly half. Recruiters average 
seven LinkedIn searches daily, but poor-performing recruit-
ers conduct far more (16) than medium or high performers (4 
searches a day).

The reason that better recruiters conduct 65% fewer 
searches is that the searches they run are more accurate, 
yielding more and better candidates. They more easily find 
the perfect people for the job because they understand 
how the search engine “thinks.” The search engine knows 
only what you type; not what’s on your mind. So you need 
to teach it what you mean. 

The trick is to use narrowly focused keywords that are likely 
to be in the profiles of a good match but not on others’ pro-
files; e.g., “sql” or “agile.” Include in the search box not only 
the keyword but also every conceivable permutation of it, in-
cluding synonyms and misspellings (with each word/phrase 
in quotes and separated by “OR” in capitals). Social Talent 
offers a free online tool that builds search-engine-ready lists 
of good alternatives: https://source.socialtalent.co/. Such a 
targeted search can mean the difference between a yield of 
50 quasi-qualified matches and 250 highly qualified ones.

Best Practice #2: Great recruiters know how and when 
to engage candidates. 
Research shows that nearly half of high-performing recruit-
ers do the majority of their online searching between 2:00 
p.m. and 6:00 p.m. Mornings are for engaging with candi-
dates. 

The best hour for emailing is 6:00 a.m., when most people 
are still asleep (many email platforms can be set up to send 
messages at a predetermined time). Since many people 
check email on their phones the minute they get up, a 

Overview
It’s easy to see why poor recruiters underperform their more 
productive peers: their ineffective methods and behaviors 
simply fail to deliver the goods. It’s tougher to spot what the 
consistently great-performing recruiters are doing differently 
from those producing merely good results. By surveying 
recruiters about their work habits and methods, and cor-
relating those findings with individuals’ key performance 
indicators, Social Talent has isolated what it is that the great 
recruiters do differently. Five best practices can help in-
house recruiters deliver a high-quality short list of interested 
candidates to hiring managers, and to do so in record time. 

Context
Johnny Campbell shared takeaways from research identi-
fying the practices that set really great corporate recruiters 
apart from good ones in today’s networked world.

Key Takeaways
What differentiates great recruiters from merely good 
ones? Five characteristic traits. 
What does “great” looks like for recruiters? While different 
companies use different metrics or KPIs to measure recruit-
ers’ success, generally speaking the best recruiters deliver:

•	 More candidates, faster

•	 Better-qualified candidates

•	 People who want to work for their organizations

•	 Improved response rates to their inquiries

Mr. Campbell’s company Social Talent has identified what 
the highest-performing recruiters do daily to account for 
their success. A study that surveyed recruiters about their 
work practices and correlated those behaviors to KPIs iden-
tified five best practices.  

Johnny Campbell, Founder & CEO, Social Talent

good to reaLLy great
The Five Things that High Performing In-House Recruiters Do 
That Others Don’t 

https://source.socialtalent.co/
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Best Practice #3: Great recruiters make themselves 
heard. 
The highest-performing recruiters use not just one medium 
to contact passive candidates but a few. They leave voice 
mails saying that they will be emailing and send emails say-
ing they just left a voice mail.

“High-performing recruiters engage 
candidates across multiple channels.”
Johnny Campbell

If you don’t get a response after an initial contact attempt, 
should you try over and over? Yes: Every additional attempt 
nets additional responses, up to and including the fourth try.

Best Practice #4: Great recruiters have high emotional 
intelligence (EI).
The best recruiters have high levels of emotional intelligence:

•	 They understand the reasons why people tend to switch 
jobs and make the most resonant pitches. As Dan Pink 
explains in Drive (and recaps in this engaging YouTube 
video), knowledge workers aren’t motivated by money 
as long as compensation is sufficient. Intrinsic drivers 
are stronger: autonomy, mastery, and purpose. The best 
recruiters appeal to these higher-level incentives.

•	 They understand how to engage a candidate’s more 
thoughtful “slow” brain system versus the autopilot 
fast-thinking system (Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and 
Slow). That is how to ensure that an opportunity receives 
careful consideration. Put people in slow mode by asking 
a lot of questions. 

•	 They paint compelling pictures of the life candidates 
can look forward to if they accept the position. These 
narratives are “sticky” and characterized by “concrete-
ness”—i.e., clear ideas explained in sensory terms (see 
Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die 
by Chip and Dan Heath). 

recruiter’s early message is among the first things seen. The 
candidate might have time to think about the opportunity 
while commuting and respond before the day gets busy. 
Conversely, the worst time of day to reach out to candidates 
is 4 p.m., when people have other responsibilities. If a per-
son fails to reply within 24 hours, there is only a 2% chance 
that he or she ever will.

In reaching out to “passive candidates” (i.e., who haven’t 
shown interest in the job), top recruiters know that the goal 
is simply to get a dialogue going. It takes an average of 
four interactions with a recruiter before a passive candi-
date agrees to pursue a position (eight if the candidate is 
female!). So getting a response to contact attempts is criti-
cal, and the method used to reach out matters. Only 6% of 
recruiters make initial contacts by phone. More commonly 
used mediums are LinkedIn’s In-Mail system (38%), Linke-
dIn’s “Connect” button (30%), and email (21%). However, the 
phone is far and away the most effective method. That is 
clear from the finding that none of the recruiters who self-re-
ported low average response rates (0%-10%)—the green 
bars in the figure below—said they use the phone to reach 
out, but 50% of recruiters with greater than 40% response 
rates do. 

“The single best medium to engage tal-
ent is the phone, the oldest technology 
we use today.”
Johnny Campbell

Our oldest technology remains the best for striking up 
a conversation 

How to find phone numbers? Google Maps and company 
websites are good resources. How to get past gatekeep-
ers? Ask questions (e.g., “Is he at his desk?”) so that they 
must answer. Cell phones are better than office landlines to 
call as people more readily pick up cell phone calls. 

https://youtu.be/X_mMxhvzVmQ
https://youtu.be/X_mMxhvzVmQ
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The reason for the improved response rates relates to snap 
judgments people make about whom to trust. A recruiter 
with lots of LinkedIn connections and a fully developed pro-
file (with a photo and rich summary) is assumed to be more 
professional, influential, and trustworthy than someone with-
out those signs of legitimacy. The number of connections, 
in particular, has become a stand-in for credentials in the 
absence of more information. 

Other important point
•	 Shortcut to power and influence. In a social experiment, a 

woman who bought 8,000 Twitter followers was suddenly 
invited to speak at conferences.

Best Practice #5: Great recruiters build trust and 
reputation online.
High-performing recruiters spend six times more time on 
social media sites than lower-performing peers. Moreover, 
the size of their networks correlates with the response rates 
they experience when reaching out to passive candidates:

•	 Among surveyed recruiters who self-reported low re-
sponse rates to their inquiries (<10%), about half had mod-
est LinkedIn networks (under 500 connections), whereas 
only 15% of their more successful counterparts (> 40% 
response rates) had LinkedIn networks that small. 

•	 Conversely, nearly half of the recruiters experiencing high 
response rates had huge LinkedIn networks (> 2,000), 
whereas only around 5% of low-response-rate recruiters 
had networks that big. 

“Poorly networked recruiters are over 10 
times more likely to have low response 
rates.”
Johnny Campbell
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to be less administrative, more strategically critical. It is in-
cumbent upon HR leaders to drive this evolution, using data 
to demonstrate how HR activities tie into business results. 
A study by the Aberdeen Group found that the most critical 
skills for future HR leaders all relate to the ability to connect 
HR to organizational priorities, articulate a business case, 
and possess business acumen. 

Accordingly, it is important for HR leaders to measure their 
departments’ key performance indicators and regularly re-
port data to senior leaders. With 60% of a company’s dollars 
spent on people, CEOs need a sense of how much such 
a large investment is bringing the organization in return, in 
terms of financial growth and rising efficiency.

Importantly, measuring HR effectiveness and tying the met-
rics to business outcomes is the third step defined on Cerid-
ian’s “road to strategic human capital management.” It is a 
necessary precursor to HR’s becoming a more prescriptive, 
proactive partner with senior management.

Tracking HR metrics is helpful to HR in other ways besides 
propelling HR to a more strategic role. These other uses 
include:

•	 Showing the organization what HR does and how well, in-
cluding how HR gets the most out of people and balanc-
es the needs of the organization and people.

•	 Demonstrating why HR needs to be part of the senior 
leadership team.

•	 Showing practices that warrant increased resources, such 
as higher headcount and more technology investments.

Overview
HR departments are encouraged to measure the effec-
tiveness of their work and report metrics quarterly. Having 
metrics that show how much business value was created 
via effective human capital management can earn HR credit 
and attention from senior management, as well as buy-in 
for HR initiatives. Moreover, evidence of HR’s effective-
ness helps the entire organization see the value of HR and 
understand why HR should be represented on the senior 
leadership team. Plus, HR performance metrics can shed 
light on talent-related questions, such as why one team 
is outperforming another or why retention is subpar in a 
certain department. What metrics to capture is situational. 
But even more important than what is measured or how is 
the message that metrics sends about HR’s value to the 
organization.

Context
Jayson Saba discussed the hows and whys of measuring 
HR performance. Using case study examples, he walked 
through the metrics on two types of HR scorecards. 

Key Takeaways
The case for measuring HR performance is a strong 
one. 
HR professionals are challenged on three major fronts: 

•	 The burden of everyday administration, ensuring compli-
ance with regulations and policies.

•	 Lack of buy-in from senior executives on HR initiatives, 
such as the need for more technology or human capital.

•	 Lack of follow-through from managers on initiatives that 
require their participation (e.g., onboarding). 

However, these challenges would recede if HR were seen 
in a more strategic light. If the business value created by 
human capital management were more apparent to senior 
leaders and managers at large, the role of HR would evolve 

Jayson Saba, Vice President of Strategy, Ceridian

taLent ManageMent SCoreCardS
Templates to Get Us Started
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The HR scorecard of an early-childhood education 
provider.
 

 

 

 

The second template example was an Excel-based score-
card of a South Carolina bank with 2,000 employees in 
190 retail branches. There was only one sufficiently accu-
rate source to use for data: payroll records. A key aim was 
to gain insight into why tellers resigned. Metrics tracked 
included headcount, turnover, and exit interview responses. 

•	 Providing value-added insights into talent-related ques-
tions like how teams’ performance compares, how suc-
cessful HR initiatives are, or why turnover is a problem in 
a particular unit. 

•	 Enhancing employer branding through data; e.g., facts 
attesting to how well employees are engaged, retained, 
or hired from the local community.

The tools for measuring HR effectiveness include 
scorecards, dashboards, and spreadsheets.
Scorecards and dashboards are different, but the terms are 
often used interchangeably. Strictly speaking, a scorecard 
is a measurement tool showing how well an organization 
is doing over time. A dashboard is a monitoring tool that 
shows how well a company is performing at a given time. 
Both measure progress on KPIs/metrics. According to a 
SHRM Foundation report, “An HR dashboard provides 
high-level, real-time data related to the most critical mea-
sures of HR success.”

Importantly, research has shown that organizations using 
workforce scorecards are twice as likely to indicate that 
their human capital management strategy is fully aligned 
with the business strategy.

While dashboards are advisable if organizational complex-
ity warrants, a small company just starting to measure HR 
metrics may simply use an Excel spreadsheet. Either a dash-
board or spreadsheet can do the job at hand: showing HR’s 
progress at moving the business performance needle.

What metrics to measure? That depends on what 
matters to a particular organization. 
Mr. Saba shared examples of HR scorecards he helped to 
develop for clients. Audience participants were encour-
aged to email him for templates, which they could tweak as 
appropriate.

The figures below show a five-part scorecard developed for an 
early-childhood education provider serving 4,000 children na-
tionwide. The HR leader had to convince senior management 
of the need to invest in HR technology and people to keep up 
with the organization’s extreme growth (tenfold in less than four 
years). Showing progress on the metrics tracked strengthened 
his business case by supporting the efficacy of HR with data. 
Particularly note the last metric, HR Service Delivery, “Overall 
revenue factor”—that is, organizational revenue divided by the 
total number of full-time employees. A rising revenue factor 
over time shows that the organization is getting rising value, 
in concrete dollar terms, from its investment in human capital. 
Thus, HR is doing something (or many things!) right. 
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Turnover data was broken down into voluntary and involun-
tary reasons for resignation, then even further into reasons 
within and beyond the bank’s ability to control. 

What is measured is less important than the business 
message it telegraphs.
Advice for HR leaders just starting to track HR metrics: 

•	 You want to create “a single source of truth” to inform the 
organization on HR effectiveness.

•	 Start small and drill down later; if you are missing numbers 
(like baselines in your initial period), leave them blank.

•	 Measure monthly, but report quarterly.  

•	 Work with business leadership, the higher ranking the 
better.

•	 What is measured and how doesn’t matter as much as 
that the metrics tie to business performance (e.g., revenue 
per employee) and measurements are made consistently. 

“It doesn’t matter what you measure as 
long as the CEO and senior leaders are 
brought in and everything is moving in 
the right direction. Your job is to move 
the needle.” 
Jayson Saba
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they were resistant to change. They were not receptive 
to suggestions about how to change, since the message 
was not coming from Mr. Johnson.

•	 The culture transformed new hires from leaders into 
followers. New hires were attracted to the company, but 
didn’t understand how to navigate the cultural complexity. 
Rogers mistakenly assumed that if she recruited talented 
professionals, she could change the culture and create 
focused teams centered on a new vision of corporate 
growth. In reality, the existing culture changed new 
employees’ behavior. Within months, seasoned leaders 
from the outside were looking for guidance from existing 
employees about basic decisions. Incredible leaders 
became followers.

•	 An anonymous employee survey helped understand 
why managers didn’t feel empowered. Although a survey 
sounds simple, employees refused to complete it be-
cause they feared it wasn’t anonymous and that it “wasn’t 
what Mr. Johnson would have done.” Rogers eventually 
persuaded employees to participate. The results were 
honest, but the company scored low in every area. Em-
ployees didn’t trust the company since Mr. Johnson was 
gone. They didn’t understand the changes being made 
and didn’t feel valued. Rogers realized she had to break 
the paternalistic culture and let employees know they 
were responsible for running the business, with assis-
tance from leaders. 

•	 A meeting to discuss the survey results broke down 
barriers. Employees realized that leaders wanted to hear 
what they had to say. Employees wanted managers to 
communicate what they needed to do to be more suc-
cessful and move the business forward. Managers now 
meet monthly to keep the dialogue going. 

•	 Managers are taking a more active role in recruiting. 
This includes making decisions about the characteristics 
required to be successful. Employees and managers must 
develop the firm’s culture and values. Culture is not a 

Overview
Johnson Publishing is a major player in the publishing and 
beauty industries, owning Ebony and Jet magazines, as well 
as Fashion Fair Cosmetics. 

When Desiree Rogers was brought in as CEO, she was 
tasked with renovating these brands and faced tough 
decisions including outsourcing and downsizing. She 
recognized that organizational success is built on human 
capital. As a result, HR plays a central role in recruiting, as 
well as employee engagement, retention, and organization-
al change. Both HR and senior leadership can encourage 
employees to embrace a new vision through clear commu-
nication and patience. 

Context
Based on her experience as CEO of Johnson Publishing, 
Desiree Rogers shared lessons about the importance of HR 
in motivating talent during times of change. 

Key Takeaways
Since culture is essential to business success, 
managers and HR must actively reinforce the culture. 
Johnson Publishing was founded in 1942 and until August 
2010, was led by a member of the Johnson family. In 2010, 
Desiree Rogers joined the company as CEO and has found 
the organization an incredible lab for observing the impact 
of HR. Rogers’ experiences at Johnson Publishing have 
given her insight into the importance of company culture on 
business operations. She made the following observations 
about the journey to transform the culture:

•	 Culture is complex and hard to change. Mr. Johnson, the 
founder of Johnson Publishing, developed a strong vision 
and culture. When he passed away, it left a huge leader-
ship deficit. Employees were used to getting marching 
orders and approvals from the company founders. Once 
that went away, employees were stuck. At the same time, 

Desiree Rogers, CEO, Johnson Publishing Company, LLC

HoW to Motivate taLent in tiMeS of 
CHange 
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Employees need visibility into how their work 
contributes to business results. 
When employees understand how the business is perform-
ing, they understand how their work fits into the bigger pic-
ture and it gives them insight into growth opportunities. As a 
privately held company, Johnson Publishing doesn’t publish 
its financial results. However, small group meetings are held 
quarterly to discuss business performance and how em-
ployees’ work contributes. These meetings include people 
in the most junior positions. As a result, Johnson Publishing 
has seen in increase in managers taking responsibility for 
their work.

“We all make decisions that impact the 
financial stability of the business and 
we all deserve to understand those 
numbers.” 
Desiree Rogers

Resources and recognition create a culture that 
rewards performance. 
More than one in four employees say they don’t have the 
necessary resources or tools to do their jobs. When people 
are asked what they need, they will gladly say. Addressing 
these issues can reduce aggravation. Rogers noted that she 
never assumes that she can predict what people need to 
do their jobs.

Another way to create a culture of performance is to en-
courage employee recognition. As Johnson Publishing has 
transitioned its business, one of the loudest refrains from 
employees is that they don’t feel valued. The company has 
started a program called “Good News” which has manag-
ers and peers pat employees on the back for business and 
personal accomplishments. In addition to publicly thanking 
employees, Johnson Publishing is working in the community 
as a group. Examples include working in a soup kitchen on 
Thanksgiving, mentoring at Johnson Prep, and more. 

“It’s crucial to have happy employees 
who give each other recognition. It 
helps create a culture that rewards 
performance.” 
Desiree Rogers

vision or mission statement. It is a continual, living process 
that should be reinforced by HR professionals. For HR to 
truly impact the business, it must understand the company 
culture and characteristics needed for success.

“Nearly two thirds of employees feel 
their organization lacks a strong work 
culture. Culture can make or break it 
in terms of how long employees stay at 
an organization. Companies that have 
strong cultures outperform others and 
do better during downturns.” 
Desiree Rogers

The employee-supervisor relationship is key to 
retention. 
Once the culture puzzle is solved, another area that pro-
motes employee retention is the employee-supervisor 
relationship. Half of employees say they are dissatisfied with 
their direct supervisors. They cite limited interaction, poor 
communication, and lack of experience.

HR along with management must ensure that promotion 
and placement of managers is based not solely on mastery 
of skills, but also on the ability to manage people. Not every 
manager has firsthand experience with the work their sub-
ordinates do. However, managers must be skilled at man-
aging and leading their groups. Employees want to respect 
their leaders and feel valued and in good hands. 

Opportunities for growth, training, and mentorship 
contribute to employee satisfaction. 
Another reason employees are dissatisfied is they feel there 
aren’t strong opportunities for professional growth. There 
are two drivers for this dissatisfaction:

•	 Uncertainty about opportunities. Johnson Publishing’s 
managers requested that all opportunities be posted on 
the company’s intranet. If a position is eliminated, employ-
ees want to know who will be picking up the work. 

•	 A lack of training and mentorship. When businesses are 
in transition, these activities can fall by the wayside. It is 
essential that employees are placed in roles where they 
can use their talents to become successful. At Johnson 
Publishing, collaboration is a requirement. The organiza-
tion can no longer work in silos, and the digital and print 
businesses must work together. The company is investing 
in outside training and focusing on collaboration.
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Other important points
•	 Importance of diversity. Diversity in organizations is 

extremely important. When people come from different 
backgrounds and experiences, they are more likely to 
bring a variety of opinions to the table and engage in 
debate. This is essential for successful businesses. 

•	 Depersonalize interactions. If an assignment is not sat-
isfactory, Rogers says, “The work is not good. How can 
we improve the work?” This focus on the work deperson-
alizes the interaction and prevents people from getting 
pulled into an emotional swirl. 

•	 Chemistry matters. Often HR focuses on candidates’ 
basic skill sets without understanding what is needed to 
thrive in a particular culture. HR should understand the 
culture and personality of the firm. Successful placements 
are often as much about chemistry as skills. 
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HR departments need to ensure career sites, content, and 
job postings are mobile friendly, not just to view positons and 
information, but to respond to job postings. As shown be-
low, mobile is already used by 77% of jobs seekers, and it is 
poised to become even more pervasive in the next five years.

SEO incorporates keywords and mobile- and video-
enabled content to improve search results.
SEO (Search Engine Optimization) uses keywords to in-
crease the likelihood that a specific link will be ranked high 
by a search engine. Google and other search engines use 
algorithms that set how relevant page content is to the fre-
quency of what is entered in the search bar. The better the 
match, the more likely the link will show up on the first page 
of the search. This is important for recruiting, since 80% of 
job seekers start the job search process on Google.

Google also uses a searcher’s IP address when it ranks 
results, so location plays a role as well. If a business is hiring 
a sales manager in multiple markets, a job seeker will see 
the positions local to him or her: a Dallas-based job seeker 
will see the Dallas-area jobs first, while a Chicago-based job 
seeker will see Chicago-area jobs first.

Mobile- and video-enabled content also play a major role in 
SEO. Google ranks mobile-enabled content higher than pages 
that don’t support mobile. Video-enabled content shows up 
53 times higher than plain text, and videos in universal search 
results have a 41% higher click-through rate than plain text.

Overview
In today’s competitive market for top talent, brand recog-
nition and candidate engagement are essential to attract 
the best people. Together, they can reduce the amount 
of spending per hire and the time to fill a position, while 
improving the overall quality of applicants. To build brand 
recognition and candidate engagement, video is playing an 
increasingly central role in the talent acquisition strategy. 
Video is being used to drive more potential applicants to an 
employer’s site, and some employers are encouraging can-
didates to share brief videos. To further boost recruitment 
strategies, HR teams are encouraged to post information 
that is both mobile- and video-enabled, and develop knowl-
edge and expertise in search engine optimization (SEO).

Context
Lindsay Stanton of Digi-Me discussed how embedding 
video in job postings can lead to improved search rankings 
and response rates. Gina Max shared how Digi-Me’s job 
videos improved USG’s job posting response rates.

Key Takeaways
Video, social networking, and mobile capabilities are 
required to attract job candidates today.
The viral quality of social networking is playing a major role in 
brand recognition. With users twice as likely to share content—
such as videos—over social networking when on a mobile de-
vice, the mobile channel is becoming increasingly important. 
This isn’t just for marketing; 86% of job seekers have a social 
media profile, and on average have 150 connections.

“You have the opportunity not only to 
tap into that initial audience, but to 
reach the candidates and have them 
share it out to their networks.”
Lindsay Stanton

Lindsay Stanton, Chief Client Officer, Digi-Me

Gina Max, Director, Talent Management and Diversity, USG

BooSting Seo, SoCiaL, and MoBiLe  
reCruitMent StrategieS WitH video
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Additional information
•	 For more information on Digi-Me, contact Lindsay Stanton, 

Chief Client Officer: lstanton@digi-me.com

•	 For more information on USG, contact Gina Max, Director, 
Talent Management and Diversity; gmax@usg.com

Adding video and improving search results isn’t difficult. 
Some video players, like the one offered by Digi-Me, index-
es the content in the video for search, and allows busi-
nesses to create key metatags and terms. The content can 
even be embedded in a company’s ATS (applicant tracking 
system) for one-stop sourcing.

“When you think about search engine 
optimization and the power behind 
it, you can flip the entire recruitment 
process on its head.” 
Lindsay Stanton

Video doesn’t just improve the click-through rate; it impacts 
the absorption as well. When a company wants to convey 
critical elements about a position opening or the organiza-
tion’s culture, video increases the likelihood that the mes-
sage will be understood and retained by 60% over just text.

Viral videos allow HR to tap into new audiences and 
niche talent pools.
Mobile video is already big; it is the third most popular smart-
phone activity in the United States and is expected to account 
for two thirds of all mobile traffic in 2015. It is not just younger 
audiences watching video; two thirds of executives view an 
hour or more of video on their mobile devices each week.

Businesses can develop videos that go viral, allowing them 
to reach a wide range of job seekers in new audiences  
and niche talent pools. One Digi-Me engineering client 
found that a 60% view-to-apply ratio was driven by a niche 
community—a dollhouse-building website. This is a com-
munity most recruiters wouldn’t think of posting in, but one 
where people were actively sharing and engaging in job 
opportunities.

Stanton shared tips on what to do and how to do it, as well as 
what not to do when developing video content (see chart).

Properly executed video can improve candidate self-se-
lection and lead to better quality candidates. Better quality 
candidates mean reduced candidate screening time, and, 
ultimately reduce cost per hire by more than 56%.

Do Don’t

•	 Have a nice, clean, professional 
message.

•	 Keep video length between 60 
seconds and  3 minutes; the 
average YouTube video is 2.9 
minutes.

•	 Weed out redundant infor-
mation and keep job-specific 
content to 60 seconds or less.

•	 Embed videos on the compa-
ny’s career site or ATS using 
bolt-on providers like Digi-Me.

•	 Track what happened after a 
view, including where the video 
was shared and which views 
generated applications.

•	 Provide a light application meth-
od for mobile users, capturing ba-
sics like name, email address, job 
interest, and cell phone number.

•	 Keep video loading times to two 
seconds or less.

•	 Post videos directly to YouTube.
 ―  SEO rankings go to YouTube, 
not the job posting site.

 ―  Applicants can’t apply for po-
sitions directly from YouTube.

 ―  Businesses can’t track re-
sponse rates beyond knowing 
how many people viewed the 
video.

•	 Require applicants to submit 
detailed information from mo-
bile devices.

Job Seeker Video Content tips
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CaSe StuDY: uSG booSteD itS ConVerSion rate to 
41% aFter aDDinG Job ViDeoS
Known best for its Sheetrock-brand drywall, USG is innova-
tive when it comes to products and services. The company is 
always looking for ways to innovate in improving its processes, 
and recognized that video could help in hiring.

“The power of video really gave us that 
ability to show, from an HR or talent 
acquisition perspective, how truly 
innovative we can be.” 
Gina Max

USG provided Digi-Me with job descriptions and stock videos 
and photos, which were turned into a short video, and posted 
to Craigslist and other job boards within two weeks.

Weekly, USG reviews jobs around the country and determines 
which need focus. Rather than develop entirely new videos, 
USG changes the location information on the video and 
embeds it into a new job posting. To a job seeker, it looks like 
USG has a custom job video created for the specific location, 
but it is really the same video across jobs and locations.

Hiring managers are on board as well, often commenting on 
how progressive and “cool” the embedded videos are.  

Job postings show up on Google and are being shared on 
Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Pinterest. USG can track the 
per position views, applications, and click-to-apply rate per site.

USG began offering video specifically for driver positions. Driv-
ers are rarely sitting at their laptops; they often look at web con-
tent and jobs from their smartphones while in the cab of a truck. 
Although the recruiting team is centrally located in Chicago, 
location data allowed drivers to see the information as though 
it were local to them. USG saw great success with Digi-Me job 
videos, boosting conversion rates to as high as 41%.

Videos are now used for the high-volume positions at USG’s 
150 distribution locations across the United States, as well as 
for manufacturing operations in the United States. and Canada.
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According to a study by David Ulrich at the University of 
Michigan, effective HR leaders display six competencies:

1. Credible activist. HR professionals must be innovative 
and communicative, when it comes to what’s occurring in 
the organization.

2. Strategically positioned. If HR leaders don’t have a seat at 
the table, they at least need to be represented among the 
organization’s executives and decision makers. 

3. Capability builder. To meet the business’s needs, it is 
essential to build capabilities in teams. HR leaders must 
identify where they need to do this work.

4. Change champion. HR leaders take ownership of change 
initiatives they want to drive forward.

5. Integrator and innovator. This often means finding 
cost-effective ways to implement new programs that ad-
dress business needs.

6. Technology proponent. Technology can streamline tasks 
and free time for more valuable work. 

When it comes to talent acquisition, HR leaders must focus 
on strategic staffing, rather than just hiring. There are dra-
matic differences:

•	 Hiring. The focus is on filling seats quickly and getting 
people to work as rapidly as possible. 

Overview
Too often, the recruiting function operates in a vacuum of 
filling positions and conducting orientations. To become 
an HR leader, however, a broader view of both HR and the 
organization is essential. Rather than focusing on hiring, HR 
leaders must focus on strategic staffing. The goal of stra-
tegic staffing is to attract, hire, and retain great candidates. 
The keys to success include building relationships across 
the organization, as well as incorporating compliance, com-
pensation, training, assessments, and more into the talent 
acquisition process. 

Context
Lori Kleiman discussed how to become an HR leader and 
the functional areas of HR, as well as how to position re-
cruiting as a strategic part of the HR department. 

Key Takeaways
Top HR leaders take a strategic approach to all 
aspects of their work, including staffing.
HR activities can be divided into three categories: adminis-
trative, functional, and strategic. Strategic work adds more 
value to the organization. Even mid-level HR professionals 
can still take a strategic approach to their work. This means 
focusing on where the organization is headed and ad-
dressing culture, ethics, compliance, and external relations 
considerations. 

“HR leaders always look to the future 
to determine how their work can be 
aligned with company dynamics and 
strategy.” 
Lori Kleiman

Lori Kleiman, SHRM-SCP, SPHR, President, HR Topics

Hr you Can uSe!
Aligning Recruiting with the Rest of HR  
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•	 Compliance. Compliance covers many areas, including 
FMLA, wage and hour regulations, harassment laws, 
threats from unions, and bring-your-own-device (BYOD) 
policies. HR professionals must make organizations aware 
of how these issues affect recruiting. Hiring managers 
should be trained about what types of interview questions 
are acceptable. Implementing programs to ensure internal 
compliance minimizes the risk of lawsuits. 

•	 Compensation and benefits. As part of the talent acquisi-
tion process, HR leaders must work with the compensa-
tion and benefits team to hire strong talent and pay them 
equitably. That means understanding the organization’s 
compensation philosophy. One challenge facing HR 
teams is pay compression. For example, when minimum 
wage rates increase, other employees who are paid at 
higher rates cannot be given comparable raises. It is 
important to understand the value of total compensation, 
which includes non-monetary elements, such as flexibility 
or a casual dress code. 

•	 Training and development. It is important to set manag-
ers’ expectations that some training may be needed to 
get the right talent into the organization. In many instanc-
es, it is better to hire for cultural fit and train for specific 
skills.

•	 Data management. This is growing in importance and HR 
must embrace it. Data-driven reports that generate action, 
rather than simply provide historical data, are essential. 
Another aspect of data management is how online solu-
tions like applicant tracking systems display on mobile 
devices.   

•	 Administration. HR teams must embrace technology to 
support administrative tasks. Technical solutions can track 
applicants and EEO data, support employee self-service, 
and more. 

•	 Assessments. Pre-employment assessments fall into sev-
eral categories including cognitive ability and personality 
assessments, work simulations, integrity tests, and skill 
testing. When evaluating the overall hiring experience, 
assessments must be considered. Managers should be 
trained on what interview questions to ask to flag candi-
dates who are likely to score poorly on assessments. 

•	 Employee retention. It is easier to retain top people 
than keep searching for new talent. Career pathing for 
long-term engagement is a good solution. This approach 
identifies top talent, as well as programs that can be 
implemented to retain these employees. As long as 

•	 Strategic staffing. This approach aligns hiring with the 
organization’s broader strategy. Adequate time is spent 
to find the right person, resulting in higher employee 
retention rates.

Strategic HR leaders analyze trends that affect the 
business and align their work accordingly.
Five megatrends are expected to shape the workplace in 
2020:

1. Work environment. With telecommuting and virtualization 
of work, the traditional office environment is becoming a 
thing of the past.

2. Digital transformation. Technologies are changing the 
way employees engage and communicate.

3. Aligning talent with work. Recruiting must focus on finding 
candidates who fit the organization’s culture.

4. Demographic. Demographic shifts are wide reach-
ing and extend beyond generational diversity.

5. Workforce competencies. Organizations and HR must 
focus on skills needed for the workforce of tomorrow. 

Strategic HR leaders analyze which trends will have the 
greatest impact on their organization and align their work to 
meet the needs of all functional areas. This means building 
relationships throughout the organization.

Strategic staffing has many components HR must 
address.
The goal of strategic staffing is to attract, hire, and retain 
great candidates. To achieve these objectives, HR profes-
sionals must focus on:

•	 Strategy. True HR leaders have business conversations 
with the CEO and understand the organization’s strategic 
plan. These dialogues should include where the business 
is in its life cycle and the company’s source of competitive 
advantage, as well as the organization’s compensation 
philosophy. All HR activity must align with the broader 
organizational strategy. 

“When you know where the organiza-
tion is headed, it’s easier to determine 
where HR fits in the strategy and 
what characteristics a great candidate 
should have.”
Lori Kleiman
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2. Let managers know what is expected. To meet employee 
expectations, managers must be educated about social-
izing new hires, offering training and development, and 
providing ongoing feedback to their staff. 

3. Support recommendations with data. For example, bar-
ring social media from corporate networks isn’t always the 
best policy. Employees will find a way to use social media 
and studies have found that productivity increases when 
employer networks allow access to non-work-related 
sites.

an objective evaluation process exists to identify top 
performers, career pathing does not create compliance 
issues. 

•	 Workforce diversity. HR leaders help organizations look 
beyond traditional candidates. It is important to recog-
nize who today’s employees are and recognize that in 
the coming years, organizations will need employees 
with different skills. It is essential to develop policies and 
procedures that will support these individuals. Community 
colleges often offer grants to train employees on new 
skills. Ms. Kleiman recommends reframing the discussion 
around Millennials. These candidates lived through 9/11 
and the Great Recession. They understand the value of 
money and the importance of community. 

•	 Metrics for strategic decision making. For sourcing, it is 
helpful to measure retention after the first year of em-
ployment. To link assessments to employee performance, 
organizations should correlate first-year salary increases 
with employees’ assessment scores. One way to gain vis-
ibility into the company culture is to analyze promotions 
awarded by department. This offers insight into which 
managers are training and promoting their employees. 

HR must balance employee expectations and business 
needs. 
HR leaders walk a fine line as they balance employee and 
candidate expectations with the needs of the business. Ms. 
Kleiman recommended:

1. Empower yourself and HR. If you believe in what you 
are doing, explain why to others. To get colleagues from 
other functional areas to align with your world, you must 
have authority. Take steps to build influence and credibility 
across the organization.
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•	 Confusing results. Different sources present conflicting 
information about assessments; practitioners are unsure 
what to believe.

•	 Implementation barriers. In many organizations, imple-
menting new screening tools and processes would be 
too large an undertaking. 

Personality and emotional intelligence tests are least 
predictive of future performance. 
Researcher Frank Schmidt developed a meta-analysis which 
synthesized data from numerous studies into one statistical 
analysis. This work ranks different hiring methods, based on 
their predictive validity. Personality and emotional intelligence 
tests were on the low end of the scale, in terms of their use-
fulness in pre-hire situations. Whitney Martin observed:

•	 Research on emotional intelligence is unclear. There are 
two distinct models of emotional intelligence: one focuses 
on personality and the other on ability. In addition, emo-
tional intelligence can be measured in numerous ways. 
Emotional intelligence tests can be useful for leadership 
development, but their value in hiring is limited.

Overview
Recent research found a large and disturbing gap between 
research findings about hiring assessments and what HR 
practitioners know and believe. Many organizations rely 
on personality and emotional intelligence tests in hiring, 
but other tools like integrity tests and mental ability assess-
ments are more predictive of job success. HR teams must 
identify what they want to accomplish through pre-employ-
ment assessments. This information should inform how 
processes are designed and what tools are used. Linking 
assessment and business results will show the return on 
investment of pre-hire testing tools.

Context
Whitney Martin discussed which tools are best suited for 
pre-employment assessment and recommended how HR prac-
titioners create systematic and predictive selection processes.

Key Takeaways
Gaps exist between findings from academic research 
and HR practices.  
In 2002, Rynes, Colbert, and Brown conducted a study to 
determine the extent to which HR professionals’ beliefs are 
consistent with established research findings. They sur-
veyed 1,000 experienced SHRM members on five of seven 
areas on the PHR exam. The study found that although 
research proves that valid selection systems can get the 
right people into the right jobs, most practitioners still aren’t 
aware of the most important selection research findings. 

There are a variety of reasons for this gap including:

•	 Time constraints. HR practitioners are too busy to read 
the latest research.

•	 Complexity. Research publications are often technical and 
complicated. 

•	 Relevance. Academic research doesn’t always seem 
practical or relevant to HR professionals.

Whitney Martin, President, ProActive Consulting

iQ? eQ? 4-Q? 
What Every HR Pro Should Know About Hiring Assessments  

Which hiring Methods are Most Predictive

Based on Frank Schmidt’s 2014 research, which updates the following: 
Schmidt, F. L. & Hunter, J. E. (1998). The validity and utility of selection 
methods in personnel psychology: Practical and theoretical implications of 
85 years of research findings. Psychological Bulletin, 124, 262-274.
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“If you don’t have the right selection 
tools, you probably won’t get the out-
come you want. . . . There are many 
tools available, but not all are predic-
tive of candidates who will be suc-
cessful on the job. Know what you are 
trying to accomplish and then figure 
out which tool will be most effective 
and efficient.” 
Whitney Martin

Better solutions for pre-employment assessments 
include integrity tests and general mental ability. 
Schmidt’s research found three types of pre-employment 
assessments that have greater predictive validity than per-
sonality and emotional intelligence tests:

1. Integrity tests. These tools measure honesty, depend-
ability, reliability, and propensity toward substance abuse. 
They are often used to assess the likelihood of theft and 
other counterproductive behaviors. One of their benefits 
is they have no adverse impact. In a pre-hire situation, 
organizations could use integrity tests to reduce 90-day 
turnover by avoiding undesirable candidates. These 
tools are also helpful in predicting work ethic. It is easy to 
correlate integrity test results with metrics like turnover, 
absenteeism, and workers’ comp claims. 

2. General mental ability (GMA). GMA is the single best pre-
dictor of job performance. Organizations that aren’t using 
a tool with a mental ability and cognitive problem-solving 
component should evaluate their assessment toolbox.

3. GMA+Personality+Interests. When organizations assess 
general mental ability, as well as personality and interests, 
they improve their chances of hiring the right people. It is 
helpful to measure multiple things, each of which has its 
own ability to predict future performance.

When evaluating pre-hire assessments, it is important 
to consider reliability and validity.
With pre-employment testing, two types of reliability are 
important:

1. Internal consistency. This means that everything in the 
test hangs together statistically and reinforces what is 
supposed to be measured.

•	 Personality tests are among the most popular tools in 
pre-employment. Most researchers agree there are five 
important personality traits: emotional stability, extra-
version, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 
conscientiousness. However, experts disagree about 
whether these traits are universally desirable or whether 
it depends on the context and job. Martin is in the latter 
group. 

•	 Four-quadrant assessments have limitations. These as-
sessments are commonly used for personality tests. They 
present how people describe themselves in terms of style 
or preference. Because these assessments are transpar-
ent, it is easy for candidates to select what they think em-
ployers want to hear. The results reveal how people are 
likely to go about doing a job, rather than whether they 
will be effective in that job. Other drawbacks include:

 ― They measure state rather than trait. Four-quadrant as-
sessments measure tendencies and preferences within 
a context. Because an employee’s context changes, 
assessment results will change. Four-quadrant assess-
ments are not recommended for hiring because it is im-
possible to predict future performance based on them. 

 ― Four-quadrant assessments are ipsative, rather than 
normative. Ipsative tools measure a person relative to 
themselves. For example, they could reveal that a per-
son prefers data entry more than parties, but would not 
indicate whether one candidate prefers data entry more 
or less than another person.

Normative tools are helpful for comparing candidates. 
The norming process is based on huge data sets and 
scores fall on a bell curve. A benefit of normed research 
is that the statistical probability of certain patterns and 
answers is known. If a candidate’s answers are statis-
tically rare, they can be flagged. Since normative tools 
are less transparent and harder to fake, hiring organiza-
tions have greater confidence in the results. 

 ― Four-quadrant assessments are uni-dimensional. They 
measure a candidate’s style; not the other factors that 
affect job performance like skills, abilities, business 
acumen, motivation, and more. 

Although four-quadrant tests are not well suited for hiring, 
placement, or promotion, they are useful for self-awareness, 
team dynamics, communication, coaching, and enhancing 
manager/employee relations. 
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2. Test-retest reliability. This measures how likely the results 
will be the same if a person takes the same test again. 
Tests with good test-retest reliability measure more stable 
dimensions and are good in a hiring context. Four-quad-
rant tests, for example, do not have good test-retest 
reliability because a person’s results change over time as 
their employment context changes. 

HR practitioners should create systematic, highly 
predictive, evidence-based selection processes. 
To achieve this goal, Ms. Martin outlined four steps to as-
sessment success:

1. Learn about predictive validity. Research shows that 
when HR practitioners establish selection systems, they 
focus on cost, time, and ease of use, but don’t consider 
validity. Predictive validity should play a larger role when 
establishing selection systems. Consultants or other ex-
perts can help.

2. Decide what you are trying to accomplish and design 
your process accordingly. Until organizations know what 
they want to accomplish, it is hard to recommend the right 
tool or approach. Organizations must define key organiza-
tional metrics and then decide how HR can support that. 

3. Know how to select one or more good tools. A useful 
resource is the Department of Labor’s Testing and 
Assessment: An Employer’s Guide to Good Practices. 
Vendors should be eager to provide information about 
the rigor used to develop their tools. This documentation 
may be technical, so as HR practitioners consume the 
information they may want assistance from academics or 
consultants.

4. Link assessment results to business results. This is per-
haps the most important step because it enables organi-
zations to calculate return on investment. A recent 
study by the Aberdeen Group found that only 14% of or-
ganizations indicate they have data to prove the positive 
business impact of their assessment strategy. 

“Big companies and small companies 
across industries are trying to figure 
out how to determine if candidates are 
going to be good. They are all trying 
crazy things in vain to figure it out.” 
Whitney Martin

https://www.onetcenter.org/dl_files/empTestAsse.pdf
https://www.onetcenter.org/dl_files/empTestAsse.pdf
http://www.aberdeen.com/research/9043/rr-measuring-assessment-success/content.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/research/9043/rr-measuring-assessment-success/content.aspx
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Key Takeaways
The employer-employee relationship is broken.
In previous generations, the most appropriate metaphor for 
the employer-employee relationship was that of a family. 
There was an implicit agreement: in return for a worker’s 
undying loyalty, he or she would be provided a lifetime job. 
If something bad happened, the company would still take 
care of the individual as “a member of the family.” Compa-
nies wanted a stable workforce, and employees wanted 
stability; the arrangement worked for all. In fact, in 1963, a 
GE executive said that employee job security was a prime 
company objective. It was an era of stability.

But the world has changed. Because of technology and 
global competition, companies feel they can no longer offer 
guaranteed employment. Companies came to see employ-
ees as costs, and during difficult times, had no qualms about 
cutting employees. In the 1990s, GE’s CEO said employees 
were on one-day contracts and had to prove themselves 
each day to keep their job. Instead of wanting loyalty and 
stability, employers wanted flexibility and adaptability, and 
treated employees as “free agents.” 

While the free agent model offers employers ultimate 
flexibility, it eroded employee loyalty and decreased trust 
between many employers and employees. It also hurt 
employers’ ability to innovate, as someone who is told they 
are working on a one-day project has little incentive to think 
about longer-term innovations.

“The free agent model offers the upside 
of flexibility for both sides but does not 
build innovation into the employment 
contract. If you are on a one-day contract, 
you don’t think about long-term projects.”
Ben Casnocha

Overview
The employer-employee relationship is broken. Gone are 
the days of lifetime employment where employers commit-
ted to develop and retain employees in all situations and 
employees swore their allegiance to one firm. Yet, employ-
ers still talk as if employees are joining their “family,” even 
though employers can and do terminate employees with no 
notice, to relocate jobs or meet short-term financial goals. 
And, employees are no longer loyal, often jumping without 
hesitation at a more attractive job. But a pure free agent 
model also has drawbacks. Companies have greater flexibil-
ity, yet the lack of long-term stability can deter employees 
and organizations from long-term investments and innova-
tions.

A more appropriate model for today’s time involves em-
ployers and employees viewing each other as “allies” and 
agreeing upon “tours of duty.” Allies make agreements that 
create value for both, and that build trust over time. Tours 
of duty are engagements with clear definitions of scope 
and timing. When allies agree on specific tours of duty, both 
parties build trust with the other and make investments, 
and both parties benefit. Tours of duty can be extended or 
renewed—when both parties agree—and when tours end, 
individuals can become part of a company’s alumni organi-
zation, where the relationship can continue.

Context
Entrepreneur and author Ben Casnocha described how 
the current employer-employee relationship is broken and 
summarized the thesis of his newest book, The Alliance: 
Managing Talent in the Networked Age, which presents a 
new model for building trusted, valuable employer-employ-
ee relationships.

Ben Casnocha, Entrepreneur and co-author of The Alliance: Managing Talent in a Networked Age

tHe aLLianCe
Managing Talent in the Networked Age 
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“With tours of duty, you talk honestly 
and concretely about expectations and 
timing. . . . We’ve going to invest in 
you so your profile is more impressive, 
and you’re going to invest in us and 
complete this project.”
Ben Casnocha

To attract entrepreneurial talent, offer transformational 
tours of duty.
While HR leaders often mention the war for talent, the real 
war is for entrepreneurial talent that can transform an or-
ganization. There are some employees who value stability; 
these individuals are foundational in any company. But the 
key to an organization’s future success is being able to 
attract and retain truly entrepreneurial talent.

Any individual cares about compensation and respect, but 
truly entrepreneurial individuals (including entrepreneurial 
Millennials) are attracted to the concept of a tour of duty, 
where they can be personally transformed, make a differ-
ence in the world, and gain valuable skills and experiences 
to help them on their career path. It is HR’s job to create 
transformational tours of duty that resonate with and attract 
these key individuals.

“You as talent leaders need to help them 
[entrepreneurial Millennials] under-
stand the path to long-term success.”
Ben Casnocha

Tours of duty should be coupled with company alumni 
groups.
Many employers have a traditional mindset that if person 
leaves the company then “they are dead to me.” But when 
allies agree on a term of duty, they understand that when 
the tour ends, each party may go their separate ways. Em-
ployers should facilitate ongoing relationships and positive 
feelings by creating formal alumni groups. Alumni will talk 
about an employer anyway, so it benefits companies to 
proactively create a formal alumni organization. Having an 
alumni group is actually an attractant in convincing potential 
employees to sign up for a tour of duty.

What has resulted is a broken relationship where employers 
and employees are having dishonest conversations. Em-
ployers say they are welcoming someone to their family, but 
companies where employees work at will and can be sev-
ered at any time, for any reason, are not families. And, at the 
same time, employees join an organization proclaiming their 
intent to be there long term, but are constantly scanning the 
horizon and leave when a better offer comes along. 

While the current economy does demand flexibility, it also 
demands a better approach than pure transactional free 
agent relationships.

A better approach: treating employees as allies on a 
tour of duty.
The co-authors of The Alliance wrote this book to share 
their ideas and establish a new framework and vocabulary 
they are seeing emerge, particularly in the entrepreneur-
ial hotbed of Silicon Valley. It is a new model for work that 
addresses the broken “family” and “free agent” models. It 
acknowledges that both employers and employees have 
shifting needs and opportunities, and allows both to main-
tain adaptability.

Here’s how it works: employers stop treating employees as 
family or free agents, and instead treat them as “allies.” In 
an alliance, both parties voluntarily commit to the other, in 
some way for some period. Alliances are characterized by 
mutual commitments, mutual investment, and mutual trust, 
with both parties benefitting and receiving value.

With a mindset of allies, the employer and employee work 
together in defining and agreeing on a specific “tour of 
duty.” This defines the particular scope of work to be done 
over a particular period of time. Tours of duty are not legal 
contracts; they are ethical agreements, which involve clarity 
about expectations and timing.

When most effective, a tour of duty creates alignment 
between a company’s specific needs and an individual’s ca-
reer development goals. The company will be well served 
by engaging a specific individual in a specific assignment 
for a specific period, and the individual will be well served 
in developing their skills and their career by working in a 
specific role for a specific period. Tours of duty are entered 
into through very honest conversations, and trust is built. It 
is a win-win.

And, when one tour of duty ends, if both parties agree, it 
can by followed by another tour of duty. It is not uncommon 
for individuals to complete multiple tours of duty with the 
same firm. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2015 SHRM. All rights reserved. Created for SHRM by BullsEye Resources, www.bullseyeresources.com. 29 

TALENT MANAGEMENT CONFERENCE & EXPOSITION

Other important points
•	 Getting executive support. To convince old-school execu-

tives who will be reluctant to embrace the ideas of being 
allies and agreeing on tours of duty, ask them, “Do you 
care about innovation?” Let them know that the best way 
to innovate is to attract entrepreneurial talent, and entre-
preneurial talent will not be attracted to a traditional em-
ployment model. Tours of duty are a far greater attractant. 

•	 Lessons from Lasseter. John Lasseter was an animator at 
Disney who conceived of generating full-length animated 
feature films using computer technology, rather than tra-
ditional hand drawings. When he approached his Disney 
bosses with this idea, he was fired. Undeterred, he found 
his way to Steve Jobs and helped co-found Pixar, which 
Disney ultimately purchased for $7 billion. Lessons from 
this experience include: 1) getting fired is not the end of 
the world; 2) one entrepreneur presenting an innovative 
idea within a company where the culture does not sup-
port innovation will be spit out; and 3) managerial deci-
sions are critical; in this case, managers at Disney made a 
$7 billion mistake.

•	 Recommended reading. Read anything by Dan Pink and 
read Cal Newport’s book So Good They Can’t Ignore You: 
Why Skills Trump Passion in the Quest for Work you Love, 
which emphasizes developing expertise.
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“I believe we must realize the potential 
of this demographic because the kinds 
of professionals these young Hispanics 
become will help us shape the work-
place of tomorrow.”
Miguel Joey Aviles

The business case for leveraging the potential of this 
demographic is multifaceted.
Reasons to recruit Hispanic Millennials include:

•	 Hispanic Millennials are highly driven, with a strong work 
ethic and high aspirations for upward mobility. Education 
is an emerging core value among the young, who see 
a pathway to prosperity via higher education. Educa-
tion joins three longstanding core values in the Latino 
cultures: family, culture, and surmounting obstacles to 
advancement.

•	 Their bilingual abilities and cultural knowledge are 
needed for operating in Spanish-speaking countries and 
interfacing with Spanish-speaking U.S. customers and 
other constituents. 

•	 They represent a fast-rising share of U.S. consumers, and 
are active users of social media. They will be an increas-
ingly strong force shaping future consumer markets.

•	 Their rising ranks suggest that Hispanics will play a major 
role in shaping corporate America in coming decades.

Yet many companies face difficulties attracting, 
retaining, and developing Hispanics. 
The fact that Hispanics aren’t a homogenous group, but 
come from 20 different countries with different cultures, 
complicates the question of how best to attract, retain, and 
develop them. 

Overview
Hispanics represent America’s largest and youngest minori-
ty, poised to dramatically shape the workplace of tomorrow. 
Corporations need to harness the power of this fast-grow-
ing demographic, under-represented in our workplaces 
today, despite having highly desirable employment traits: 
hard-working and highly motivated to advance, well educat-
ed, and increasingly influential in consumer markets. Use 
of best practices can help companies attract, develop, and 
retain these loyal, star employees. 

Context
Miguel Joey Aviles—an expert on talent strategies targeting 
Hispanic Millennials—shared what HR leaders need to know 
to leverage the enormous potential of this underutilized 
segment. 

Key Takeaways
Hispanic youth represent a large and fast-growing 
force shaping U.S. consumer and labor markets. 
Hispanics are the largest minority group in the United States 
today, numbering over 50 million (54 million counting those 
in Puerto Rico). They are also the youngest minority, with a 
median age of 27. Never in history has a minority group rep-
resented such a large portion of national youth. Hispanics 
are the fastest-growing Millennial segment. 

Compared to Millennials generally, they share many char-
acteristics, such as a love of social media, but differ in 
important aspects as well. They are more family oriented 
and more motivated to get ahead; 22% contribute to their 
families financially versus only 9% for the general Millennial 
population. They not only want to work hard and succeed, 
but they feel they have to. How corporate America incor-
porates them into the workplace will determine the sort of 
professionals they become, which will shape the workplace 
of tomorrow.

Miguel Joey Aviles, Hispanic Workforce and Emerging Leaders Strategist, MJA International

HoW to reCruit, deveLop, and retain 
HiSpaniC MiLLenniaLS
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2. Recruitment efforts should be customized and relevant, 
conveying an understanding of who Hispanic Millennials 
are. Hispanic Millennials are “young, bold, and unstop-
pable.” If you can communicate that you understand 
their unique world view and see their aspirations, strug-
gles, and values, you will differentiate your employer 
brand within a community that is often misunderstood in 
America. Showcase videos and narratives of Hispanic 
employees at your firm and show them pathways to ad-
vancement. Speak their language, peppering recruitment 
materials with Spanish words, mirroring how they speak. 
A total market approach to recruiting them won’t work; 
you have to be strategic and purposeful when reaching 
out to this community. What you communicate, how you 
do it, and the narratives you tell are important. Authentici-
ty is key; make sure you are telling their story. 

3. Hispanic Millennials have said “No” to the closet, and so 
should you. There is no need to hide your ethnicity-based 
talent strategy. Hispanics are proud; they like who they 
are, and they love their culture. If you actively seek His-
panic applicants, broadcast it. Building partnerships with 
Hispanic-servicing organizations can help attract candi-
dates. Putting out a welcome mat for Hispanic Millennials 
will convey appreciation of their distinctive culture. They 
will see your organization as a great place for attaining 
their career goals. That is particularly the case if you offer 
Hispanic-focused employee resource groups (ERGs) with 
activities to bring them together socially. Latinos are very 
family oriented and thrive when they have a “family” at 
work. Retention won’t be a problem if your workplace can 
offer that. 

“We like to create meaningful relation-
ships in the workplace and outside the 
workplace.”
Miguel Joey Aviles

4. Hispanic Millennials are all about social media—engage 
or perish. Hispanic Millennials are the number-one de-
mographic on social media. They will likely be accessing 
your corporate information via a mobile device, so it is 
critical to have career-focused mobile pages on sites like 
Facebook. Some 80% of Hispanic Millennials are on at 
least one social media platform, 73% on Facebook. For an 
example of a mobile career page, check out the Depart-
ment of Education’s #LatinosTeach on Twitter. 

Moreover, erroneous stereotypes prevalent in mainstream 
America often distort recruiters’ and managers’ decisions 
about Hispanic candidates. Mr. Aviles played a video 
showing a highly credentialed Hispanic Millennial who was 
getting nowhere in his job search until he changed the 
name on his resume from “Jose” to “Joe.” HR needs to train 
recruiters and managers to recognize and eradicate sub-
conscious biases to cultivate a robust Hispanic workforce.

Some specific Hispanic talent challenges faced by session 
attendees include:

•	 Where to post online job ads to appeal to Hispanic Millen-
nials.  

•	 How to recruit local talent in Mexico. Attracting Mexican 
nationals is very different from recruiting Americans.

•	 How to develop non-English-speaking employees. That is 
a big challenge in an English-dominant organization.

•	 How to cultivate business Spanish fluency among U.S.-
born Hispanic employees. More than 90% of Hispanic 
Millennials are U.S.-born, with Spanish skills limited to 
conversational Spanish used at home.

•	 Issues surrounding relocating Hispanics to America from 
their native countries.  

•	 How to fill specialized positions in particular industries; 
e.g., finding Spanish-speaking nurses.  

•	 How to overcome the disengagement of Hispanic em-
ployees when they are not promoted. They tend to be 
more ambitious than their peers, so disappointment if 
their careers are not progressing is a retention challenge.

Given the demographic-specific nature of these challenges, 
companies require a specifically targeted Hispanic tal-
ent-management strategy. 

Five best practices can jump start an organization’s 
Hispanic Millennial talent strategy.
These best practices are:

1. Before trying to solve, attempt to understand. Base your 
talent strategy not on emotion but on metrics; use metrics 
to sell the business case for developing a Hispanic talent 
strategy. Metrics can reveal where to focus. For instance, 
track Hispanic representation in the local community, 
within your organization, among job applicants, in attrition 
data, among leadership, and among employees promot-
ed, and within leadership development programs. 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/latinoteach
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5. Give them a career map. Tell them about the potential for 
advancement your company offers, the leadership pro-
grams, mentoring programs, and vocational assignments. 
Give them a mission and explain the actions needed to 
progress toward it. A career map should combine mission, 
action, and progress. Take your career map to career 
fairs, and man booths with Hispanic employees telling 
their personal stories of advancing in your organization. 
Choose young people with whom candidates can identify 
and connect. 

“It’s not so much about where Hispan-
ic Millennials came from; it’s about 
where they are going. They need to see 
opportunity. Talk about all they can 
achieve, and they will listen; they will 
be loyal; they will be star employees.”
Miguel Joey Aviles
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is onboarding so critical to organizational success? The 
business case boils down to:

•	 Preparing a new hire to contribute fully as soon as pos-
sible alleviates pressure on team members. Ineffective 
onboarding stresses and burdens teams. 

•	 Effective onboarding leads to employee engagement and 
loyalty. Ineffective onboarding may lead to employee disil-
lusionment and attrition. 

Yet most companies do a poor job of onboarding. 
Even though nearly all HR professionals think it is important 
to have an effective onboarding process, only 56% of those 
surveyed said their companies have an effective onboard-
ing process. Just 35% said they implement onboarding 
processes consistently and only 26% measure and monitor 
onboarding effectiveness. Everyone in HR has heard on-
boarding horror stores, such as a new hire told to clean out 
the desk of a predecessor.

The stakes of onboarding are high. Research shows that 
13.5% of new hires look for new jobs within the first 30 days 
of beginning one. So for more than 1 in 8 employees, new-
job enthusiasm is rapidly replaced by disillusionment.

“There’s a great deal of opportunity 
here: Onboarding is very, very import-
ant to our companies’ success, but we 
don’t do it very well.”
Don MacPherson

Overview
Nearly all HR professionals agree that onboarding new 
hires effectively is critical to their organizations’ success. 
Yet relatively few say their companies onboard effectively 
and do so consistently; onboarding horror stories abound. 
The reality is that most organizations drop the ball when it 
comes to effective onboarding. 

When onboarding goes well, it cultivates affinity and trust, 
and plants the seeds for later employee engagement, 
much as a great first date opens the door for a deepening 
relationship. Ideally, onboarding is a three-month process, 
takes place in a program created and run by HR, is con-
sistently executed, and is constantly improved. Actionable, 
easy-to-implement tips can improve your onboarding pro-
cesses by making new hires feel valued and welcomed. 

Context
Using dating metaphors to drive home his points, Don 
MacPherson discussed the importance of onboarding 
effectiveness to employee retention and engagement and 
provided best practices and tips for strengthening onboard-
ing programs.

Key Takeaways
Getting onboarding right is critical. 
What is onboarding? Modern Survey’s definition: 

all of the things that happen (or don’t happen) to 
new hires during their early tenure (or before) that 
impacts their engagement in their jobs/the orga-
nization and their ability to perform their best.

Among HR professionals surveyed by Modern Survey, 91% 
said they believe that effective onboarding is critical to their 
organizations’ success. In fact, more respondents agreed 
that effective onboarding is critical than said the same for 
performance management or employee engagement. Why 

Don MacPherson, President, Modern Survey

WHy tHe neW eMpLoyee experienCe iS 
Like a firSt date

Source: Modern Survey’s “Business Performance Assessment” of HR profes-
sionals from over 100 companies.

onboarding’s importance
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•	 Ownership. Onboarding is a shared responsibility, co-
owned by HR and managers. HR’s role is to: 1) develop a 
rich talent pool; 2) create the onboarding process; 3) train 
managers and educate the organization on the process 
and its importance; 4) gather feedback from employees 
and hiring managers about the onboarding experience; 
and 5) change the onboarding process as necessary.

“If you own the onboarding process and 
train your managers on how to execute 
it, you are going to make your onboard-
ing experience much more valuable.”
Don MacPherson

•	 Measurement, used for continuous improvement. On first 
dates, lots of verbal and nonverbal feedback is available 
to know the other person’s perspective (though people 
often misread the situation). But if a company doesn’t ask 
a new hire about their experiences, there is no feed-
back to improve onboarding processes. Measurement is 
recommended at three points: after the first week, the first 
month, and the first 90 days. 

Critical questions are: “Is your job as expected?” and “Do 
you intend to stay a long time at this organization?” The 
former is highly predictive of quit rates. Modern Survey 
found that employees who disagreed that their job was 
as expected were 2.7 more times to leave in less than a 
year. When a new hire answers that way, intervention is in 
order. Find out why it is not as expected: What was prom-
ised? How does that differ from the reality of the job?

Why do most companies drop the ball on onboarding de-
spite HR’s awareness of how critical it is? Managers may not 
view it as critical; many require training to see the impor-
tance, which few companies provide. Without such training, 
managers may think that once a new hire has accepted a 
job, it is a done deal. That’s like thinking a first date ensures 
a successful marriage. The reality is that for any new em-
ployee, the jury may still be out for some time, particularly 
if initial experiences on the job don’t reaffirm that person 
made the right decision. 

What does effective onboarding look like? It builds 
affinity and trust, leading to engagement.
When onboarding goes right, the new hire’s experiences 
stoke their enthusiasm for the job; build their affinity with the 
organization and work team, laying groundwork for future 
engagement; and make them feel as valued and welcome as 
they had expected to from listening to hiring managers’ claims. 
Trust of managers begins to build. Awesome first experiences 
are shared with family, friends, and social media. The newcom-
er becomes increasingly convinced that they made the right 
move, just as an awesome first date leads to a second.

Modern Survey has identified best practices of effective 
onboarding programs. They include:

•	 Duration. Onboarding should start immediately and last 
approximately through an employee’s first 90 days. The 
process should begin as soon as the person accepts the 
job. Get paperwork out of the way during the period be-
tween acceptance and the first day. The first seven days 
are the welcoming period, as critical to the future of the re-
lationship as a first date. By 30 days, employees should be 
deep in the training process. Using the dating metaphor, 
interest in each other is deepening. By 90 days, if all goes 
well, the employee, like the couple, becomes engaged. 

•	 Consistency of execution. Onboarding should be imple-
mented consistently. Only 35% of organizations polled 
do so; nearly half disagree or strongly disagree that they 
have a consistently executed onboarding program.

Source: Modern Survey’s “Business Performance Assessment” of HR profes-
sionals from over 100 companies.

onboarding’s effectiveness

Source: Modern Survey’s “Business Performance Assessment” of HR profes-
sionals from over 100 companies.

Consistent execution

Source: Modern Survey’s “Business Performance Assessment” of HR profes-
sionals from over 100 companies.

Measure and Monitor onboarding
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7. “Love bomb” the new hire with emails from teammates, 
sent simultaneously, expressing welcome and excite-
ment to be working with the person.

8. Have the hiring manager hand-write a warm welcome 
note. Handwritten notes are so rare these days that they 
leave a powerful impression. 

9. Give the new person a meaningful assignment to do 
right away, on day one. Examples might be writing a 
press release or making sales calls. Don’t weight them 
down with reading; that’s a miserable way to spend a 
first day and a sure way to squelch enthusiasm.

10. Ask the new hire directly, “What can we do to help you 
perform better?” Act on the feedback and use it, if appli-
cable, to further improve your onboarding program.

Ten actionable tips predispose new hires to fall head 
over heels for your organization. 
These are ideas that HR managers can implement right 
away to foster awesome onboarding experiences, build 
affinity, and plant seeds for future engagement:

1. Even before new hires’ start date, have teammates 
connect with them on Facebook or LinkedIn. With social 
media, personal bonds to coworkers and affinity with the 
team can begin to build even before day one.

2. Update new employees about developments between 
the point of job acceptance and start date. Updates 
should come from managers and teammates. Keep in 
mind that just because they have accepted the position, 
it doesn’t mean they have decided yet that your organi-
zation is Mr. Right. They’ve simply decided to give it a go.

“High-profile candidates are still being 
recruited. . . . You’ve gone out with them 
one time but others are still asking 
them out.” 
Don MacPherson

3. Share new employees’ likes and interests with team-
mates. Before their first day, have new hires answer a list 
of random questions about their favorite things—movies, 
restaurants, etc. Circulate the responses to coworkers, 
so that they will feel they already know the newbie be-
fore he or she arrives. People with interests in common 
will be more likely to reach out.

4. Create an employee booklet that shows photos of 
employees and their personal interests and hobbies to 
share with the new hire. Have it waiting for the person to 
thumb through during their first-day downtime.

5. Find out the favorite candy of new hires, and leave a big 
bag of it on their desk. Hiring managers might even ask 
this as their last interview question when they expect to 
be offering a candidate the job. 

6. Create agendas for day one, the first week, and the first 
90 days. Having such a roadmap helps instill confidence 
in the organization.

“People love roadmaps: Tell me what I’m 
going to be doing the first day, tell me 
what my first week will look like; tell 
me what my first 90 days will look like.”
Don MacPherson
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became much more socioeconomically and ethnically di-
verse. As the business model was reconfigured to address 
the needs of this new marketplace, HCSC’s leaders realized 
that the organization itself needed to become more diverse, 
particularly at the top, to better understand and identify with 
customers. 

“The retail segment is huge [and] ethni-
cally diverse. How do we reach them? 
We hadn’t had a business model that 
could do that before.” 
Mary Jo Burfeind

There is also a strong business reason why HCSC leader-
ship prioritized workforce D&I. McKinsey research showed a 
direct correlation between the racial and ethnic diversity of 
an organization’s leaders and its financial performance—in 
effect, a “diversity dividend.” More specifically, 15% of com-
panies in the top quartile in terms of gender diversity among 
leaders outperform their peers financially, and 35% of those 
with the most ethnically diverse leadership outperform.

The “diversity dividend”   

As a result, promoting D&I was elevated to a top corporate 
goal. To achieve any goal in corporate life, resources must 
be dedicated and progress measured. At HCSC, D&I perfor-
mance is measured at every level, from the enterprise level 
down to individual managers, and progress is tracked. 

Overview
For large health insurer Health Care Services Corporation, 
promoting diversity and inclusion (D&I) became a business 
imperative when the Affordable Care Act (ACA) expanded 
its market to new demographic segments. By elevating D&I 
to a corporate-wide goal, and tying individual and orga-
nizational performance measurements to D&I objectives, 
the company has begun to create the diverse workforce it 
wants and needs. 

Context
Describing her presentation as a case study versus a how-to 
guide, Mary Jo Burfeind explained what her organization has 
done to prioritize diversity and inclusion throughout its culture.

Key Takeaways
Prioritizing diversity and inclusion became a business 
imperative for HCSC. 
Health Care Services Corporation (HCSC) is the nation’s 
fourth-largest health insurer with 14.6 million members and 
20,000 employees. Importantly, it is not investor owned, so 
its customers truly come first. Decision making is governed 
by customers’ best interests. 

Three years ago, HCSC changed its mission statement to a 
more succinct purpose statement, with the aim that it would 
“fit on the back of a t-shirt.” The purpose statement, inten-
tionally reminiscent of a wedding vow, is: “Our purpose is 
to do everything in our power to stand with our members 
in sickness and in health.” Its emotionally powerful wording 
reflects the strength of commitment the organization feels 
toward its customers.

Now that the ACA has required all Americans to have 
health insurance, HCSC’s customer base has changed 
radically. In 2010, it comprised primarily (90%) people with 
employer-provided health plans; added to them now are 
Medicare/Medicaid beneficiaries and individuals who buy 
their insurance directly. In short order, HCSC’s marketplace 

Mary Jo Burfeind, Vice President, HR Talent Development, Health Care Services Corporation

MeaSuring BuSineSS outCoMeS of an 
inCLuSive taLent ManageMent Strategy 

This graph is adapted from the report Diversity Matters, on mckinsey.com.
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•	 Talent acquisition. As a result of outreach programs 
targeting specific groups and marketing efforts to raise 
HCSC’s employer brand awareness, people of color or 
other diversity dimensions represented more than half of 
the organization’s new hires (52%) last year in the pro-
fessional ranks (mid to senior professional and manager/
director). 

•	 Workforce planning. The company’s D&I strategies in the 
area of workforce planning include: 

 ― Identifying diversity factors that may play into future 
business strategy needs and success.

 ― Promoting awareness of current diversity levels in piv-
otal roles.

 ― Creating diversity plans as part of the overall strategy 
development. 

Generationally, HCSC’s workforce is quite diverse, 
with Gen X predominant. Ms. Burfeind’s team has re-
searched the needs of the future workforce it wants to 
build, which involved surveying employees on work-life 
balance and benefits preferences and analyzing results 
through a generational lens. The findings were distilled 
in a white paper focused on the 2020 workforce. (In-
terestingly, Millennials preferred monetary benefits far 
more than conventional wisdom would suggest.)

“I’m so glad we did the survey because 
some of the assumptions we were 
making proved not to be the case at 
all. The findings are steering us to-
ward what to focus on as we create the 
workforce of the future.” 
Mary Jo Burfeind

•	 Talent assessment. The talent review process is seen  
as an opportunity for identifying D&I-related issues and 
evaluating individual leaders on progress toward their  
D&I goals.

•	 All-staff D&I education. Messages from CEO Pat Hem-
ingway Hall about HCSC’s need to become a trusted 
healthcare advisor in minority communities are streamed 
throughout the organization. They complement D&I edu-
cation materials used to focus the culture on D&I. These 
include scenario-based learning materials about HCSC’s 
D&I policies/practices and the business value/importance 
of prioritizing D&I. Employees are encouraged to engage 
with minority communities as role models and volunteers.

The diversity categories the company measures are: black, 
Hispanic, Asian, multi-racial, American Indian, veterans, 
disabled, and LBGT. Higher representation of these catego-
ries is a major goal. A manager also might make progress 
toward his or her D&I targets by doing a specified number 
of D&I-related activities; for example, giving a presentation 
to a business resource group for members of a particular 
ethnic group. 

Ms. Burfeind’s talent management division has made toolkits 
of such activities to help managers meet their goals. Her 
team has also made huge strides in integrating D&I goals into 
every aspect of talent management and workforce planning.

“All leadership is responsible for main-
taining and advancing our D&I repre-
sentation. . . . The tie-back to measure-
ment and performance goals is really 
helping us to put the emphasis on 
diversity and inclusion.”
Mary Jo Burfeind

Since D&I was institutionalized as an organization-
wide priority, progress at diversifying the workforce 
has flourished.
All things talent-related at HCSC have been transformed by 
D&I initiatives, which are helping the organization build its 
workforce of the future. For instance: 

•	 Senior management ranks. Working with Catalyst, 
diversity and inclusion specialists, the organization has 
increased its representation of women in leadership, 
including a female CEO. Three out of the four executive 
vice presidents who report to her are also women. 

•	 Leadership development and succession planning. The 
emerging executives program now has 32% people of 
color and 50% women. Another high-potential group 
called “Diverse Leadership Perspectives” is 100% people 
of color and 42% women.
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•	 Business resource groups (BRGs). HCSC has always had 
strong BRGs, but historically they have played primarily a 
social role. Now there is a huge push to use them in ways 
that advance the organization’s D&I and marketplace 
objectives. After the ACA, BRGs helped to get the com-
pany out into target communities with awareness-building 
marketing (e.g., its “Be Covered” campaign). BRGs bring 
in referrals for employees and provide leadership devel-
opment and networking opportunities. As the BRGs have 
become more active over the past couple of years in 
alignment with the firm’s rising commitment to D&I, their 
representation has soared from 9% of the employee base 
to 22%. Joining is looked upon as a way to grow one’s 
career.

 




