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Hiring for the human resource 
function is more art than science. 
It probably calls for more care, 
caution and special know-how than 
anything short of hiring a company 
president. Engineers, accountants, 
production workers of all types 
either know their jobs or don't, 
and employers try to hire simply 
the most competent in each spe-
cialty. For them, broad education-
al backgrounds, certain kinds of in-
tellectual skills, and a high need to 
"get along" are not critical in most 
cases. But the HR professional 
needs to be able to deal well with 
other people, know how they 
learn, how to motivate them, how 
to get people to work well to-
gether, and myriad other intangi-
bles. Evaluating the competence of 
candidates for the HR function in 
your particular organization may 
indeed be a sort of "art." 

Nevertheless, the selection of 
HR types can be done under the 
same general rules as any other 
kind of hiring, but there are, or 
should be, some special variations 

"Often, determining the 
degree of professionalism 
isn't easy even for another 

'pro'in the field." 

and additions. In our relatively 
simplistic system, we follow the 
three basic principles of recruit-
ment which I choose to call Pro-
cess, Personality and Professional-
ism. 

We must have a Process for find-
ing a pool of people from which to 

make our choices. We must deter-
mine in advance the kind of person 
who will work effectively with his/ 
her peers, superiors and those 
whom he/she will supervise, if any 
. . . What I call the Personality 
principle. And finally, we must 
know what kinds of knowledge and 
capabilities are essential to the 
successful performance of a partic-
ular Human Resource job. I label 
this Professionalism. We do not 
pretend that this formula, which 
we call "The Three Ps", is the best 
formula or only available guide-
line. It is simply one that we have 
found useful and effective over the 
years. 

If applied conscientiously, this 
can help all of us to avoid overlook-
ing some critical element that 
might spell failure and cause un-
necessary turnover. Hopefully you 
will find in what follows some tips 
to preventing poor hires in your 
Human Resources department. 

What Sources Can You Turn to? 
Obviously it would be ideal if 

everyone could have a large file of 
back-up candidates for all HR posi-
tions, and thus avoid the need for 
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advertising, searching on your 
own, or turning to a recruitment 
firm. Since that is unlikely in all 
but the largest companies, what 
sources can we turn to for HR peo-
ple? 

We believe the first place to turn 
is to the professional associations 
to which desired candidates would 
be likely to belong. Publications of 
nearly all such associations accept 
advertising for positions in their 
special areas of expertise, and 
many members look to such ads 
first for opportunities to advance 
their careers. As most readers of 
this publication know, we use it 
consistently to keep member s 
aware of us. We also recommend 
that our clients place ads describ-
ing their needs. Other publications 
that will help you tap the pool of 
available talent in the training and 
general HR field are the American 
Society of Personnel Administra-
tors (ASPA) publication and, for 
instructional technologists, the Na-
tional Society for Performance and 
Instruction (NSPI) Journal. There 
are numerous successful "trade" 
journals in training, A-V sales 
training, and other related fields. 

All of you are very adept at 
using your own contacts and 
friends within the profession as 
sources for special talent . If in 
your company all first-stage re-
cruiting (getting a number of can-
didates to consider) must be done 
through the Employment function, 
you can provide your company re-
cruiter with these contacts. Then 
let his or her "fingers do the walk-
ing" through directories to make 
appropriate calls. If you are per-
mitted to do your own recruiting, 
you can of course make those calls 
yourself. 

Some companies use extensively 
such outstanding publications as 
The New York Times, Wall Street 
Journal, Chicago Tribune and other 
great employment advertising pa-
pers in various parts of the 
country. While we recommend 
such advertising for special situa-
tions and needs, we always point 
out that there is great cost, "the 
waste circulation" this expense 
must buy, and the great number of 
inappropriate resumes to scan. 

I am aware that other profes-

sionals in the recruiting field will 
criticize the emphasis we place on 
the Personality factor in HR re-
cruiting. I hope they will realize it 
is--hyperbolic for a deliberate pur-

pose . In our concept, Personality 
covers a multitude of attributes, 
critical and minor, which make the 
whole person. We believe that 85-
95 per cent of personnel selection 
rests on this. Given two or more 
people with similar backgrounds 
and experience, any of us as em-
ployers will hire the person we 
"like more" than another or the 
person we feel we can "live with" 
most comfortably in the business 
sense. This fact of business life has 
nothing to do with discrimination 
in racial or sex terms. 

Also, our screening process as a 
recruitment firm is usually carried 
on in terms of how we feel the ulti-
mate employer will "react" to the 
people we submit. We know, for 
example, that a certain boss has 
zero tolerance for beards or ex-
treme feminine coiffures; that an-
other will not hire someone so 

bright as to be a threat to his or 
her own job; while another has a 
long-time prejudice against grad-
uates of a certain institution. 
These are really matters of taste 
and should probably not affect hir-
ing, but as a practical matter, they 
do. 

In our contacts we have had 
some amusing experiences in terms 
of Personality. It works both 
ways. "I wouldn't work for that 
stuffed shirt at any price," or "I 
want someone from an Eastern 
college, not a graduate of one of 
those Western trade schools." 
Other kinds of prejudice surface 
also: "I felt like I was in a jungle 
during that interview. Nobody 
seemed secure — everyone seemed 
to be running scared." In the latter 
case, we know that all four people 
the candidate saw have been in the 
company for years. The candidate 
must have made the various inter-
viewers uncomfortable. "Why did 
you waste my time with someone 
who has already had four different 
jobs and is only 35?" was the other 
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side's comment. These are things 
that keep a recruiter's life inter-
esting. 

I hope you will agree that no 
other aspect of business has such 
an absolute need for the "people 
factor" as Human Resources. It 
means people who like people, who 
can work with others comfortably 
and effectively, who are communi-
cators in the most total sense. 

Degree of Professionalism 

The degree of professionalism of 
HR types is the third leg of our tri-
pod. I feel strongly that the 
average or even extra-good re-
cruiter is not qualified to recruit 
for many of the specialties within 
the Human Resources function. It 
is difficult, for example, to de-
termine the proficiency of a writer 
of programmed ins t ruc t ion if 
you've never done it or don't even 
know what PI is! Similarly the 
validity of the claim of an OD spe-
cialist to total competence in Ges-
talt theory can be tough even for 
some top trainers. 

Fortunately, most truly profes-
sional recruiters rely heavily on 
department heads to take over this 
judgmental responsibility. Implicit 
in these examples is a need for HR 
managers to handle recruiting for 
their own staff, and a recom-
mendation that they "sell" their 
associates in the employment func-
tion on letting them do this. 

Often, determining the degree 
of professionalism isn't easy even 
for another "pro" in the field. 
Aside from probing deeply in an 
interview, there are few things 
one can do. All too often, candi-
dates talk a good game, know all 
the right jargon, but the depth of 
their knowledge and competence is 
hard to evaluate. A good candidate 
can be triggered by our questions 
to "run off at the mouth" about 
his/her particular specialty within 
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"The average or even 
extra-good recruiter is not 

qualified to recruit for many 
of the specialties within the 

Human Resources function." 

a specialty. Then the potential em-
ployer thinks, sometimes mistak-
enly, that the candidate is too 
narrow, or that he/she talks too 
much. A good approach in this 
event is to ask for the names of the 
candidate's professional peers (not 
in the same company) whom we 
can chat with about him or her. In 
certain areas of competence we al-
most always ask to see samples of 
work. 

A final comment or two about 
evaluating professionalism. We 
like to present a relevant problem 
and see how the candidate ap-
proaches the solution. 

We don't care if his or her 
solution differs from ours, or even 
if it's wrong by our standards. 
What we are very interested in is 
the candidate's system for an-
alyzing the problem and for arriv-
ing at a solution. 

Further, if we choose a good 
problem, we are impressed favora-
bly or unfavorably by the applica-
tion of past training or experience 
to the solution. 

I have tried here to take only 
broad brush strokes at the prob-
lem of hiring Human Resource pro-
fessionals. 

Hopefully my own experience 
with both candidates and clients 
has provided at least a skeleton or 
basic formula on which, with 
variations and improvements to 
meet your own needs, you can base 
your own practice. 

A training specialist and consultant 
for 30 years, Abbott Smith established 
his own firm in 1966. Three of his books 
have been published by Prentice Hall, 
and numerous articles have appeared in 
professional magazines. He frequently 
addresses groups in the training profes-
sion. His consulting assignments have 
been from such companies as AT&T, 
General Electric, Phelps Dodge, Ford 
Motor Company, and General Motors 
Corporation. 


