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PRAISE FOR


Foolproof Hiring


“I’ll tell you straight up—Foolproof Hiring is by far the best book I’ve seen on how to fill your organization with high performers. It’s tight, compelling, and research based. You get surprising statistics, captivating stories from Brad and Chris’ decades of professional experience, plus a piercing look into the why and how-to of Topgrading. The book is absolutely crammed with the mechanics for epic improvements in how you hire people. This is how you build a 5-star organization!”


PRICE PRITCHETT


CEO, Pritchett, LP




“Research shows that most of the people hired in companies are mis-hired, typically costing your company hundreds of thousands to millions of dollars for each mis-hire. Foolproof Hiring gives you tools and questions to start hiring a lot more superstar A Players (and keep that money to add to the bottom line!).”


EBEN PAGAN


Founder, Go Meta Media; Investor; Author, Opportunity: How to Win in Business and Create a Life You Love




“Foolproof Hiring is the easy-to-read and understand reference guide to Topgrading that CEOs have been clamoring for! Hiring A Players is one of the fastest ways to increase your company’s profits, and the success and happiness of your existing team. Our company has been using Topgrading, combined with precise rifle-shot recruiting, for the last decade to help our Scaling Up clients achieve a greater than 90 percent A Player hiring success rate. By following the advice in Foolproof Hiring and adopting the Topgrading methodology, you can achieve similar results.”


RICK CROSSLAND


President, A Player Advantage, LLC




“In order to have the right people doing the right things the right way, we first must hire and onboard well. In Foolproof Hiring, Brad and Chris detail the five major hiring problems we’re all faced with today, and then provide a practical, easy-to-implement set of solutions and tools to solve these problems and ensure you consistently hire more A Players, more often. It’s a must-read for any leader wanting to build a high performing team.”


BRAD GILES


Author, Onboarded: How to Bring New Hires to the Point Where They are Effective, Faster




“An excellent and timeless resource for CEOs and other leaders of high growth, middle market companies. Getting our people right is critical but not easy. Foolproof Hiring has proven tools to significantly improve your hiring effectiveness, and overall approach to managing your talent more strategically.”


ETHAN MARTIN,


President and Head Coach, PFD Group, Inc.




“Foolproof Hiring is a terrific new book and makes it extremely easy for CEOs and all managers to “test drive” Topgrading. It’s like driving a Ferrari for an hour; it doesn’t make you an expert, but you just know this is better than an average commuter car. As an Advisor & Coach to CEOs of fast-growing companies, I always recommend Topgrading because when you hire high performers, everything else gets easier.”


KEVIN LAWRENCE


CEO, Lawrence & Company Growth Advisors; Author, Your Oxygen Mask First; Key contributor, Scaling Up: How a Few Companies Make it… and Why the Rest Don’t




“Topgrading is the foundation of our hiring practices at Advantage Media. Brad Smart and Chris Mursau’s new book, Foolproof Hiring, brilliantly encapsulates the key concepts that can put your company on the fasttrack to hiring and retaining A Players.”


ADAM WITTY


Founder and CEO, Advantage Media




“Hiring is inevitably imperfect, because human judgments are fallible. But it’s our conviction at Avenues that Topgrading is the best approach there is for making high-impact hires at all levels, but particularly at senior levels where bad hires are extremely costly. This book gives a clear, accessible explanation of Topgrading while addressing common concerns and misconceptions about hiring practices. Every leader concerned about improving hiring results should read it and try out its recommendations.”


DIEGO MERINO


Global Director of Recruitment, Avenues: The World School




“Foolproof Hiring gives anyone who needs to fill an open position the tools they need to fill the job with an A Player. Not only do you dramatically increase the chance of hiring the right person, Foolproof Hiring shows you how to do it as efficiently as possible.”


GEOFF WOODS


Chief Growth Officer, Jindal Steel & Power




“Brad Smart and Chris Mursau are back with Foolproof Hiring, an invaluable resource in leveraging Topgrading concepts that produce the best possible hiring results! If you read Topgrading and employ those concepts in hiring, you’ll love Foolproof Hiring as a back-to-basics follow-up; If not, it’s a must-read to provide the right tools in hiring A Players.”


GEORGE RABLE


Chief Culture and People Officer, Benco Dental




“Brad and Chris nailed it as ‘first aid for your hiring ailments.’ This is a fantastic book to use as your initial learning about Topgrading or as a boost of learning if you have already been using some of the methods. In particular, the chapter on Applicant Screening Tools was very helpful and we are implementing two of the ideas immediately.”


KEVIN RHODES


Founder and CEO, Fragrance Manufacturing Inc.




“At Scaling Up we’ve coached thousands of entrepreneurs on best practices, and Topgrading has always been one of our pillars. With A Players on their team, all the other Scaling Up methods work better. Foolproof Hiring is perfect—a quick read busy CEOs can absorb in a couple of hours and implement right away, to avoid bad hires.”


VERNE HARNISH


Founder, Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO); Author Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)




“Topgrading has definitely made two companies I’ve run more profitable. Nothing has been more important for my career success. Really—at least half my career success is attributable to Topgrading and Brad Smart’s counsel.”


SCOTT CLAWSON


CEO, Culligan Water
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We dedicate Foolproof Hiring to all past, present, and future Topgraders, so that with more A Players their companies make more money. But on a very personal level, we hope that with your teams of mostly A Players, you enjoy greater career success.
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Talent—or, more accurately, a lack of talent—consistently comes up as one of the top concerns of CEOs, human resources leaders, and talent acquisition managers, and it is definitely on the minds of managers at all levels. Training, development, and succession planning certainly have an impact on the level of talent in an organization, but talent starts with hiring. You need to get the right people in the door, and we know from seventy-five years of combined experience focused on hiring, way too many new hires disappoint. Our research shows that, when analyzed critically, only one in four new hires turns out to be a high performer, a great team player, and a great fit in the company culture.


Bad hires are a recurring nightmare that you don’t need to have anymore. In analyzing the hiring processes and hiring results of thousands of companies, we have identified the most serious and chronic hiring problems. We’ll address each and tell you about some solutions that have worked in organizations, big and small, for decades. Most of the solutions are simple to understand and can be implemented right away.


We have found that hiring is one of the most broken functions in most organizations—everywhere. How often have you had high expectations for someone you just hired only to find out a few weeks in that they were a mis-hire, either falling short on performance or not fitting your culture, or both? And when unemployment is low, hiring the next warm body can seem necessary just to keep the business running, so the goal of hiring high performers can be thrown out the window.


It would be understandable for you to internalize these hiring mistakes. “Am I a bad interviewer? Am I just terrible at reading people? Why can’t I find the right tool to identify great candidates?” The truth is that it’s not your fault. You have made hiring mistakes because your hiring methods let you down.


•Typical hiring processes use recruitment methods that are flawed. They don’t produce enough applicants. A small applicant pool reduces the probability there is even one, let alone multiple, high performers in it.


•Typical hiring processes use ineffective applicant-screening tools. Personality tests, artificial intelligence–assisted tools—you name it—all produce pretty charts and graphs, but our research shows that too often they eliminate great candidates, show bias, and let weak candidates through. There are books, articles, and websites that show people how to “game” these screening tools.


•Typical hiring processes fail to generate candidate candor. So you really don’t know enough about their strengths and not nearly enough about their weaker points until after they are hired.


•Typical hiring processes use shallow interview methods that are unrevealing, making it easy for any candidate to shine and for low performers to fool you (hence, the title of this book).


•Typical hiring processes fail to provide reliable verification of what candidates told you, which is necessary for you to really know if the person will turn out to be a great hire or if they will disappoint. Reference calls with friends of candidates, character references, are mostly worthless.


Every hiring method we have analyzed suffers from at least one, and usually many, of these problems, making it virtually impossible to consistently make the right hiring decision. We have spent the past fifty years in search of solutions to the problems and landed on several that have consistently worked well for our clients. Do you see a thread running through these problems? It’s lack of honesty—the fundamental problem that mostly accounts for your mis-hires. Topgrading assures honesty and transparency, so you will no longer be fooled into mis-hires. Our solutions make up our methodology—Topgrading—which is also the name of our firm. The methodology has been described, in great detail, in three editions of the book Topgrading.


You really can improve your hiring results. This book will show you how to attract a lot of applicants, effectively screen in just the best candidates, ensure candidate transparency and honesty, reveal not just candidate strengths but their weaker points, and enable you to always get accurate verification of what candidates say. The “Resources” section will help you get started using the tools and methods you will learn about and present ways to continue your mastery of Topgrading.


Our promise to you is this: using just the methods featured in this book, you will begin hiring more A Players, whether you are a CEO, first-level supervisor, or HR professional. And, yes, there is unprecedented evidence that Topgrading delivers the promised results. We have dozens of documented case studies and hundreds of informal accounts, from Global 100 companies to fast-growing start-ups, that achieved an average of 85 percent success in hiring high performers. Tens of thousands of managers have accelerated their careers using this process to ensure their teams boast mostly A Players. And Topgrading methods utilize hard, factual candidate information to minimize bias and discrimination.


We’ve written Foolproof Hiring to get you started in your quest to hire better. Think of it as first aid for your hiring ailments. You will learn methods that can produce quick improvements, but, continuing the metaphor, reading this book will not turn you into a “hiring brain surgeon.” Some keys, such as in-depth interviewing, require more learning and practice to master. Think about the training necessary to become an EMT versus the education and experience necessary to work as a surgeon; the same principle applies here. Using the solutions in this book to get some quick hiring wins will motivate you and your team to keep learning and practicing the methods. As you continue to improve your hiring success rate, you will achieve a really strong, cohesive team that not only has fun but gets better results.




We’ve written Foolproof Hiring to get you started in your quest to hire better. Think of it as first aid for your hiring ailments.





All but one (PreScreen Snapshot) of the keys outlined here have been in effect for decades. Some case studies and client quotes generated since Chris and Brad teamed up years ago are included, because there is no “expiration date” for Topgrading, for the one hiring method that ensures greater honesty. Key Topgrading methods were “revolutionary” decades ago and are every bit as valid and effective (and “revolutionary”) today. But today, and every day, millions of people are hired, and about half are mis-hired because they “fooled” their employer. We are disappointed that Topgrading methods, despite unprecedented case studies, have not become more widely accepted. Foolproof Hiring was written in the hope that the simple methods that produce more honesty in hiring and better performers become “standard.”


About the Authors: Learn from the Experts


CEO of Topgrading, Inc., Dr. Brad Smart has often been described as one of the world’s leading experts on hiring. Brad has written seven books on hiring, including Wall Street Journal, New York Times, and Amazon bestsellers. That makes Brad, by far, the most published author on hiring. Although some key Topgrading methods were created in the 1970s, the first book (Selection Interviewing: A Management Psychologist’s Recommended Approach) was published in 1986. The Smart Interviewer and Topgrading for Sales followed, and then three editions using the word Topgrading in the title were published in 1999 (Topgrading: How Leading Companies Win by Hiring, Coaching and Keeping the Best People), 2005 (same title, fully revised second edition), and 2012 (Topgrading: The Proven Hiring and Promoting Method That Turbocharges Company Performance, third edition). Each new hiring book—including this one, number seven—reinforces some basics but also explains new ways to make hiring easier and better.


Chris Mursau joined Brad in 2000, and since 2018, he has served as President of Topgrading, Inc., guiding the team that conducts all training sessions and workshops. He has directed training for tens of thousands of managers. Under Chris’s direction, our experts have conducted over twenty thousand in-depth assessments of candidates for high-level positions, where the costs of a mis-hire are so high that companies want a second-opinion assessment before making an offer. Chris has headed all recent company-wide Topgrading implementations, resulting in the most recent case studies and quotes by top executives. And Chris, along with Brad’s son Geoff (of ghSMART, an executive assessment/coaching firm), has partnered with Brad over the years to fine-tune Topgrading.


We promise to explain simple, proven, “common sense” keys to improve your hiring. But ... those keys start on p. 57. Why don’t we start with them? The answer is that we’ve learned from experience that the keys to hiring success require explanations to understand the context in which they are successful. Without that context people can easily make incorrect assumptions and fail to get the desired results. For example, the keys will help you hire more A Players ... but “A Player” is a term that is used many different ways, so an early chapter gets us on the same page for the definition. The early chapters also have exercises that, when you do them, will enable you to experience a reality rather than just read an opinion.


Do you skim books? Of course you do! So we’ve done two things in this book to help skimmers:


1.We repeat important concepts with a bit more explanation and practical suggestions for each subsequent mention.


2.Chapter Summaries provide a quick check. Is a bullet point not clear? Go back to learn it.


Learning new disciplines is work but as soon as you experience the promised benefits, you’ll be having fun. You can get started Topgrading immediately and experience success in ways you could never imagine. When your hiring activities suddenly change from a series of guessing games to a series of progressively deeper and far more accurate insights into candidates, you will be happy ... excited ... thrilled. Success is fun, right?
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Those who build great companies understand that the ultimate throttle on growth for any great company is not markets, or technology, or competition, or products. It is one thing above all others: the ability to get and keep enough of the right people.


—Jim Collins, Good to Great


We know you are eager to get to the solutions. If you have read one of the previous editions of Topgrading or have attended a two-day Topgrading workshop, feel free to skip ahead. If not, read the next two chapters to understand where we’re coming from and why the solutions to your hiring problems work. In this chapter, we’ll explore:


•A typical hiring scenario,


•Why you are frustrated, and


•What we mean by high performer and A Player.


The Typical Hiring Scenario


You need to hire a manager. The predecessor’s resignation came as a surprise, and your team is left in the lurch.


Most companies work hard to get a lot of résumés to increase the probability that there are A Players in the hiring funnel. For this scenario, let’s assume recruitment is good—because if it isn’t, if you only have a handful of mediocre and weak applicants, it doesn’t matter which hiring methods you use, since your chances of hiring a high performer are slim. Unless you are using excellent, very targeted recruiters, the more applicants you have, the greater the likelihood that there are A Players among the résumés. The next “warm body,” or even the best of five applicants, will seldom turn out to be a high performer.


So, you and the team recruited very well—everyone, including you, contacted possible candidates (in their networks) and posted the job on ZipRecruiter, Indeed, and other job boards. Even with high demand for managers in your industry, let’s assume fifty people applied, and forty-five of those applicants actually had experience managing a team. It’s nice to get so many résumés, but it takes several hours to plow through all of them, trying to figure out with whom you should actually talk. You’ve read a ton of résumés over the years, and you know (because of your mis-hires) there is serious fiction in many (maybe most) of them—idealized profiles, like those that are portrayed in social media profiles. Unfortunately, often it’s a guessing game trying to figure out which résumés might fool you.


So, you use some common screening tools. You ask applicants some knockout questions and require the completion of an intelligence test and an online personality test. Your applicant tracking system (ATS) uses artificial intelligence (AI) to do a keyword match between the job ad and the résumés you received, eliminating many of your would-be applicants. And you try one of those zillion AI-assisted screening apps that promise to identify A Players. Starting with forty résumés, suppose you eliminated ten with the knockout questions, five more with an intelligence test, and five more with the personality test and AI-tool results. There are twenty left—still too many to phone screen, and the pressure to hire someone is mounting!


You scour the remaining twenty résumés, but it’s like trying to read a crystal ball—you just do not know how much hype is in each résumé. You have some confidence that the knockout questions (“Are you willing to work out of the Arctic Circle office?”) eliminated the right applicants, but you wonder if you eliminated the right people based on the intelligence and personality test results. So, you stare at the twenty résumés, cross your fingers, and schedule phone screen interviews with candidates who have the best-looking résumés.


Phone screen interviews can be frustrating because you know résumés were written to highlight the person for the job they want—not necessarily the job you’re filling. And although everyone has shortcomings and weak points, those are never mentioned in résumés and rarely revealed during interviews. You’re pretty sure a lot of résumés inflate accomplishments. But which résumés? You know you were being fed with rehearsed answers in some phone screen interviews, because some interviewees, when asked for weaker points, turned them into positives. (“I’m obsessed with doing things the right way, so I probably spend too much time double- and triple-checking things.”)


Next, the three candidates, who seemed best in phone screens, are invited to participate in a round of competency-based interviews (virtual or live). Your company thinks it is using best hiring practices by identifying eight key competencies for the role and asking four coworkers familiar with the job to help out by using standard interview questions that elicit behaviors on those competencies.1


In these interviews, you were assigned “technical skills” and “work experience”; the second interviewer asks questions about “decisionmaking” and “organization”; the third interviewer covers “leadership” and “motivation”; and the fourth interviewer assesses “effective team player” and “culture fit.” Candidates are interviewed for about an hour by each of the four interviewers, and all interviewers ask the same questions to each candidate (plus original follow-up questions they think of ).


At 4:00 p.m. that day, the interviewers all get together and compare notes. They agree on some strengths but have remarkably different views of the candidates’ weaker points. It’s like the story of four blindfolded people who each touch a different part of an elephant—midsection (hippo?), trunk (snake?), tail (lizard?), teeth (cow?)—and then try to determine what kind of animal they are touching. They only understand a small piece of the animal and must guess the rest. Your group of interviewers has the same problem. They all heard many positive answers to questions but simply did not learn much about the candidates’ weaker points—factors that might result in a hiring mistake, a mis-hire. There is no real consensus. When candidates were asked directly about weaker points, you didn’t learn much. You certainly know that the people whom you mis-hired in the past failed to tell you about their significant weaker points and mistakes—the ones that made them a mediocre performer or worse; the ones that, had the candidate been more forthcoming, would have convinced you to not hire them.
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