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PREFACE
Some people have an innate and well-developed capability
to accurately assess the employability of an individual based on
a brief face-to-face encounter and the answers to a few
questions. The ability to gauge someone’s substance based on a
first impression is atypical. As a management skill, conducting
interviews isn’t as alluring as strategic planning or as intriguing
as research and development. Nonetheless, the lack of skill in
this critical area has cost organizations more in profits, morale
and corporate reputation than they’d ever have imagined.
Unfortunately, no interviewing methodology will work in
every office environment with every applicant; after all, an
employment interview is altogether different from a succession
planning interview or a public relations interview. In order for
employment interviews to achieve a high probability of
success, interviewers need a clear understanding of the right
candidate’s must-haves (skills and personal attributes) for the
position and the discipline to not waver from those absolutes
when assessing candidates.
The selection of employees, each of whom brings their
own very individual skills, behaviors and beliefs, matters;
employees are more than bodies sitting behind desks. The
organization’s quality of innovation, level of service and
capacity to respond quickly to changing environments are all
the direct products of employee competencies. There are many

competencies, some apparent and some hidden, that every
organization could require from its employees. Companies
must identify those attributes and carefully screen to find
individuals who embody those characteristics. Even more
important, after acquiring the talent, companies must work hard
to retain these valuable assets.
There are, in my experienced opinion, three types of
employees: survivors, cheerleaders and heroes. Survivors work
only to support their basic needs and hobbies. They contribute
little and tend to perform at the minimal acceptable
performance level. Cheerleaders exhibit strong team instincts
as a part of their personality. They have a need to settle in and
find consensus before tackling assignments. Most companies
strive to build consensus organizations, composed primarily of
cheerleaders, because they believe teamwork equates to
success and harmony. Heroes are individuals who possess a
clear vision of the business objectives, coupled with the
mapping skills and determination to succeed despite
internal/external resistance. Heroes are driven to overcome and
circumvent obstacles. They are focused on the organization’s
success, not on public acclaim. Most organizations have a few
heroes; many of them work in relative anonymity because
personal satisfaction with their work is more important to them
than praise for a job well done.
The objective of this book is to help hiring managers
differentiate between current or potential heroes and survivors
or cheerleaders.
Larry Dillon
Director, DillonGray

Hiring an individual is the most overlooked and
undervalued component of effective leadership. It is not as
sexy as strategic planning or sales and marketing in
organizations, and yet it has a far more important role in the
success of the organization. Having the “right people” in the
right positions assures productivity in an organization.
Productivity is the true competitive advantage.
– Peter Drucker

A BRIEF HISTORY OF WORK
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Introduction
We work to survive; that is the only reason we show
up to work.
– Anonymous
Work saves us from three great evils: boredom, vice
and need.
– Voltaire
Nothing stays the same. The best strategy is to be prepared
for change. We learn this at an early age and today’s
technology-driven world reinforces this knowledge. Few
individuals have difficulty accommodating changes when they
believe those changes will improve their lives. Adjusting to
change becomes more difficult to accept when the change
involves other people, especially in a work environment. Work
is, after all, ninety-percent people and ten percent product or
service. Finding the right mix of people is arguably the most
difficult challenge facing any business.
Personal work history is an important indicator of an
individual’s future performance potential; an individual’s job
performance level rarely changes. There are exceptions, of
course. It’s always possible, through education and experience,
for an individual to gain technical knowledge and improve
management skills, but the commitment to personal work
performance is based on the individual’s willingness to put
forth a sustained effort to achieve the employer’s stated goals
and objectives. When they join an organization, individuals
contribute more than just their physical or intellectual presence.
What they bring depends, in good measure, on their attitude
towards work, how well they succeeded in past work cultures
and how they interacted with others in those prior work
environments.
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To underscore this point, consider the origins of our work
culture. Prior to the Industrial Revolution of the early 18th
century, production of goods (“manufacturing”) took place in
the home. Cottage industries rarely changed production
practices and routines; performance was static, perhaps because
there was no need to improve it. Employees, so to speak,
worked out of their homes using the raw materials provided to
them, following instructions or specifications to manufacture
products for the employer to sell. Employers had little control
over their workers, since this “manufacturing” was typically
performed on a part-time basis, after household or agricultural
tasks were completed. Workers did as they pleased, even to the
extent of not working when they felt like not working, with
little or no repercussions.
The Industrial Revolution profoundly altered economies
and society. Immediate changes were experienced in the area
of manufacturing: what was produced, as well as where, how
and by whom it was produced. The most important changes
may have taken place in the organization of the workplace. The
typical business enterprise of the age suddenly – practically
overnight, in some cases – expanded and took on new
characteristics. Production was moved out of the house into a
company setting. Part-time secondary work became full-time
primary work. Tasks became increasingly routine and
specialized.
Factory labor demanded workers who would show up on
time and take orders from supervisors without question. The
early factory owners of industrialized England discovered, as
Andrew Ure wrote in 1835, that it was nearly impossible to
convert persons past the age of puberty, whether drawn from
rural or handicraft occupations, into useful factory hands. If
young people could be pre-fitted to the industrial system, it
would vastly ease the problems of industrial discipline later on.
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Built on this factory model, the educational curriculum for
the masses included basic reading, writing and arithmetic,
perhaps with a little history and miscellaneous subjects. This
was the “overt curriculum.” Not surprisingly, there existed a
“covert curriculum” that sought to teach far more basic skills.
The covert curriculum of those days is surprising similar to the
one followed by most of today’s industrialized nations; it
includes courses in punctuality, obedience and willingness to
perform repetitive work.
Since that first industrial revolution, we’ve experienced
five other ones, highlighted by the birth of motorized
transportation, electricity, telecommunications, computers and
the Internet. Each of these innovations has had a significant
impact on our culture, how we work and who does what work.

Finding Heroes
The only real difference between one organization and
another is the performance of people.
– Peter Drucker
Values are the foundation of a culture. Company heroes
personify those values. They are the central figures in any
strong culture. Heroes can always be found at the heart of
cultures and companies; they are the ones everyone looks to
when the proper course of action or direction is in doubt.
Heroes possess the character and management style that
attracts followers. To customers, they symbolize the company.
Their deeds are praised throughout the company. Heroes create
organizations, managers just manage them. Managers are
responsible for making decisions. Heroes may not be decisive
but they are, in most cases, intuitive. They sometimes possess
the vision that can propel an organization to achieve
remarkable results.
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Visionary heroes are a rare breed in business. Like heroic
military leaders and the business legends of history, they seem
to appear out of the haze just in the nick of time. Companies
with strong cultures understand the role heroes’ play, inspiring
employees to achieve day-to-day successes.
Managers define order and procedures; heroes tend to pay
lip service to order and pursue the vision. A business needs
managers to bring order, but, more importantly, it needs heroes
to break rules and get things moving. Heroes are important, but
organizations rarely make concerted efforts to develop them.
Employees need role models; and if management doesn’t
provide them, they’ll develop their own heroes based on their
personal aspirations. Sometimes, heroes are anti-management
individuals who defy the status quo and continue to survive in
the organization.
Some strong cultures and organizations value the
maverick. Mavericks keep organizations evolving. They are
usually found in creative positions or skunk works groups,
developing new ideas or solutions. Heroes are always in short
supply. They may include the salesperson who lands the
important accounts by breaking all the rules or the individual
whose new idea gets everyone excited by its tremendous
potential. When I was the head of Marketing and Sales for a
multi-billion dollars healthcare organization, one of my sales
professionals always broke the rules. He refused to stay within
his sales territory. He’d go anywhere he saw sales
opportunities. We had several discussions about his penchant
for breaking the rules. I was considering a formal
reprimand...and then he landed a multi-million dollar account
(outside of his assigned sales territory) that we’d been pursuing
for years. In an instant, he transformed from troublemaker to
corporate hero.
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Jack Welch is another fine example of hero development.
This former CEO at General Electric had an incredible ability
to motivate employees. When Jack Welch was a new and
upcoming executive at General Electric, he installed a special
phone in his office. He shared the phone number only with his
purchasing agents. He instructed each of the purchasing agents
to call him on that special phone only if they succeeded in
getting a price break from a vendor. No matter what Welch was
doing, he’d interrupt it to answer the special phone to hear the
good news. He then took the time to handwrite a note to the
agent, thanking him or her for a job well done. This simple but
symbolic act made him a corporate hero and served to develop
many heroes in General Electric’s purchasing department.
Perhaps you’ve heard of Dick Drew, a 3M Corporation
employee who became a company hero. Mr. Drew had an idea
that he persisted in trying to develop into a product, against the
wishes of his manager. His manager finally fired him because
he wouldn’t give up on his idea, but the Mr. Drew refused to
leave the company. He moved into a vacant office and, without
salary or company resources, pursued his product idea. He was
eventually rehired and saw his idea through to completion. The
product became a best-seller masking tape. Dick Drew became
a true hero and an honored member of 3M’s Corporation’s
folklore.
A final piece of folklore concerns a small Silicon Valley
technology company. This specialty conductive wire
manufacturing company was struggling and under great
pressure to survive. Its survival depended on getting a large
airplane manufacturer to purchase the company’s wire and
cable products. Having no success selling the companies wares
to one of the largest airplane manufacturers, the salesperson
asked the purchasing manager what product and specification
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he’d be interested in buying. The purchasing manager told him
he was interested in one particular wire cable product with
difficult specifications (which was presumed to be impossible
to manufacture). Upon learning what the purchasing manager
would be willing to purchase, the salesperson told him that his
company could produce the product and would have a sample
ready in two weeks.
Back at the factory, the company’s few employees worked
around the clock trying to manufacture the product. They tried
every idea suggested by team members. After numerous
failures, they finally produced a one-foot cable sample that just
met the required specifications.
The salesperson returned to the purchasing manager and
delivered the one-foot sample. He was rewarded with a
contract and, within a few years, the company grew into a
multi-million dollar corporation. The salesperson, as well as
the engineers who put the company on the map, became heroes
whose story is still told in sales and marketing classes taught
around the world.
The focus of every recruiting effort should be to find a
hero, not just fill a position. This effort requires a level of
commitment that will not be met unless it is prized and
recognized by the leaders of the organization. One way for
organizations to encourage this gold standard of recruiting
performance is to publicly (within the company) acknowledge
it and make a notation in the performance review of any
individual who recruits a hero. These rewards, of course,
should be given only after the hired individual has been
employed for enough time to fairly evaluate his or her
performance in the position. What tends to happen, when this
approach is followed, is all recruiters, human resources and
management work harder to find or develop more heroes
because of the attention they receive for their efforts.

Finding Heroes

7

Developing employee selection expertise is important and
should be included as a measurable objective in management
performance appraisals. Despite what some may think
employee selection expertise is highly measurable. An
employee’s motivation to improve this skill will diminish if the
skill is not used and recognized.

A Hero in Every Position
The quickest way for an organization to reach profitability is to focus on the hiring process. It is always about
productivity.
– Peter Drucker
Potential heroes exist at every level in an organization.
Consider, for example, the company receptionist who greets
visitors in the lobby. Many do not regard this position as an
important one but, in reality, the receptionist is one of the most
important unsung heroes in any organization. Organizations
that assign this critical first contact position to a temporary
employee or clerical trainee do themselves a great disservice.
Visitors to a company office typically encounter a
company employee (the greeter) in the lobby. If the greeter is
friendly and has been properly trained in the company’s
protocol, products and culture, then he or she can play an
important role in establishing a positive first impression. To get
a snapshot impression of how an organization is doing and how
they treat their employees, arrive fifteen minutes ahead of
schedule and observe the dynamics in the lobby. Make the
effort to speak with the receptionist about the company. Most
of the time, this conversation will yield a wealth of information
about the company – information not available through
traditional research sources. The lobby is, in a many ways, a
mirror of the company’s culture and management style.

8

Larry Dillon

Before a candidate arrives at the organization for an
interview, the receptionist should have been briefed about the
candidate. Details such as security clearance requirements or
sign-in procedures should be prepared in advance to expedite
the process. When the candidate arrives, the receptionist should
be able to provide the candidate with information about the
interview schedule. The interview schedule should contain the
names, titles and some bio information for each interviewer,
along with the scheduled start time of each interview. Some
companies go an extra step by placing a photo of each
interviewer next to his or her bio.
Instead of relying on the receptionist to greet interviewees,
some organizations appoint an escort to meet, greet and brief
the candidate. The escort can also serve as the go-to person for
both the hiring team and the candidate. This important role is
sometimes assigned to a supporting member of the
interviewing team. The escort must have the skills and
personality to represent the team and company.
The advantage of using an escort is that it reduces wasted
management time and adds a sense of order and control to the
interview process. Ideally, the escort and candidate establish a
relationship that accommodates mini debriefs in the intervals
between interviews. The escort can gather valuable insight into
how the candidate perceives the organization and the
interviewing process. It also allows the candidate to take
necessary breaks to attend to personal needs. In the case of one
particular interview session, feedback provided by the escort
determined the decision not to offer the interviewee a position
with the company. The candidate, while being escorted
between interviews, was rude and made several negative
comments about the interviewers.
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Why Talented Employees Leave
If you’re losing good people, look to their managers for
answers.
– Anonymous
Calls made by executive recruiters to potential candidates
rarely fail to be returned.
Most experienced professionals have had three to five
positions and been elevated to hero status (recognized as an
outstanding performer) in at least once of those positions.
Unfortunately, hero status has a lifecycle of only one to two
years. Organizations, not because of corporate culture, lack the
resources or interest; simply lose focus on their heroes after
their second year with the organization. During this period,
new heroes tend to emerge. Old heroes sense their loss of the
spotlight, question their value to the employer and start looking
for the next path to glory. It is at this two-year career milestone
that heroes initiate the “let’s get reacquainted” calls to search
firms.
There’s a strange mindset when it comes to heroes. In
some cases, once an individual is identified as a hero, he or she
becomes a corporate asset. Normally, these individuals are
given stretch assignments that allow them to expand their
talents; stretch assignments are accompanied by stretch
performance objectives. This developmental process is, in
many ways, a form of succession planning. Keeping talented
employees challenged and recognized forestalls their urge to
look outside the company for other opportunities. Some
companies mistakenly think that search firms initiate contact
with employees in hopes of generating restlessness. In reality,
the vast majority of calls that establish relationships between
employees and search firms are initiated by employees.
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In the candidate sourcing process, it should only take a few
questions to identify a potential candidate’s position in the hero
cycle. If the candidate has become or is close to becoming a
company hero, the probability of luring that individual from his
or her current company is low unless the opportunity being
presented has a larger scope of responsibility, visibility,
increased compensation and a guarantee of near-immediate
hero status in the new organization.
Many candidates who contact us have completed at least
one hero cycle and are focused on a repeat performance.
Search firms researching their targeted industrial sectors are
aware of these individuals. Recognition from outside the
organization invigorates the candidate to consider other
opportunities that offer clean slates and fresh prospects.
It can be argued that personnel turnover brings new energy
and ideas into the organization. The flip side of this argument
is that talented people are difficult to find and expensive to
replace. In most cases, replacing a mid-level manager has been
estimated to cost an organization upwards of several hundred
thousand dollars, once all of the replacement and lost
opportunity costs are considered. If employers assigned a
dollar value to each of their employees based on the
employee’s contribution to the profitability of the organization,
employers would view their employees in an entirely different
light. They’d treat their employees as assets.
Much of a company's value lies between the ears of its
employees.

Securing Your Human Assets
The true cash-flow consequences of employee turnover
far exceed most managers’ intuitive estimates. In fact, the
turnover tax on corporate earnings, although invisible in
most accounting systems, is larger than any state or federal
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tax. In some cases, reducing the excessive employee churning
increases profits by fifty percent.
– Frederick Reichheld, The Loyalty Factor
When a talented employee announces his or her intention
to leave the organization, a “circle the wagons” process is
triggered. An organization’s typical knee-jerk reaction is to
dissuade the individual from leaving. Organizations that apply
the proper retention strategy in a timely manner stand a 50/50
chance of reversing the employee’s decision to leave.
Just because we’re prepared for change doesn’t mean we
enjoy it. Few employees actually want to change employers.
Pinpointing the real reasons why the employee has made the
decision to leave (rarely is it stated) and reversing that decision
calls for preparation. It requires delicate probing without
placing undue stress on the employee, which will harden the
decision to leave. Bear in mind that the hiring company or
search firm have warned the employee to expect heavy
pressure to stay and coached him or her on how to respond to
the pressure. The candidate may have heard that buying into
the pressure to stay is a mistake because, once the offer is
declined, the candidate will have lost the current employer’s
trust. His or her career is, in a sense, over.
Instead of sending in the big guns and pressuring the
employee who’s announced a decision to leave, consider this
approach:
First, quickly pull together a retention team to formulate a
response to the employee. The opening response to the
employee should always be one of regret and congratulations
without recrimination.
Express disappointment that the
organization did not meet the employee’s personal and
professional expectations. Ask how and why the organization
failed.
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Second, ask the employee to work with the retention team
for their remaining time with the company to help the
organization identify and resolve the issues that precipitated the
employee’s decision to leave. Involving the departing
employee in the solution will quickly focus on the real reason
behind the employee’s decision to leave the organization.
Third, approach the departing employee with what the
organization is prepared to do to correct the problems, state, in
positive terms, why the employee should reconsider. In most
cases, talented employees crave recognition more than money.
Finding ways to spotlight talented employees with rewards and
stretch opportunities will encourage other employees to better
their own performance.
Fourth, celebrate the employee’s decision to leave. This is
very important. It has a lasting positive effect on the
organization. Remaining employees are keenly aware of how
exiting employees are treated. The more positively the
departing employee is treated, the better the remaining
employees will feel in their positions and in the company as a
whole. It is also important to announce an individual’s
intention to leave before the rumor mill starts churning.
Communicating the news in a timely manner
An easy way to disseminate information to an organization
quickly is to establish a controlled grapevine. This can be
accomplished in several ways. One option is to install a
lockable Glass-fronted bulletin board near the elevators or in a
common, well-trafficked area. The bulletin board should be
small, capable of holding no more than four pages. Entitle the
board “Grapevine” and then use the board only for important
corporate announcements. It is essential to establish and
enforce a 24-hour posting policy for all announcements. This
limited window of opportunity focuses attention on the
information. Interestingly, after a while, even when the board is
empty, employees feel good about the organization because
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they believe they are informed about what is going on in the
organization. Another option is to broadcast an email
announcement to all employees.
Consider establishing this smart business policy: when an
employee leaves your organization to take a job elsewhere,
state – and believe – that you developed a quality employee
and you are proud of that employee. This reflects favorably on
the management skills and quality of training in the
organization. The unstated benefit of this approach is that the
organizations that reflect this attitude attract unsolicited
talented people because of the organization’s reputation for
developing talent. An additional advantage is that search firms’
calls to your talented employees will go unreturned.
Many high-growth companies publish their retention
policies. Their welcome back policies state that an employee
who leaves the company in good standing and then decides to
return to the company within a twelve-month period “may” be
reinstated (with their seniority and benefits intact), depending
on the organization’s needs at the time. This policy costs little
because the rehiring decision is the company’s to make, based
on the company’s needs and the employee’s past performance.
Returning employees can have a positive impact on the
employee population. They dispel the myth that the grass is
greener somewhere else and confirm the positive benefits of
staying with the current organization. Their return should be
well-published on the grapevine bulletin board.
Surprisingly, after a talented employee has left the
organization, most companies make no attempt to maintain
contact with the employee. The simple act of sending the
company’s newsletter to the employee’s home keeps the
former employee aware of what’s happening in the company.
Sending the occasional note expressing a continued interest in
the employee’s career has, on many occasions, brought the
employee back to the company after a short period of time.
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