
 
 

THE QUEST FOR A GREAT HIRE! 

While consulting with the Executive 
Leadership Team of a newly formed 
Canadian/US bio-tech 
research/pharmaceutical firm it 
became apparent [fortunately] that 
their research and operational 
plans were going to coincide in 10 
months as intended. 
 
I asked who was going to head-up 
the new Operations unit; and did 
we need to recruit a new scientist if 
there was not an internal 
promotion?  
 
This subject had been discussed 
but there was not an agreement 
about a potential internal 
candidate. After some discussion 
she was not a senior enough 
scientist to be considered a ‘winner’ 
by the key leadership members.  
 
At an afternoon meeting it was 
decided that every leader should 
write down the five key areas of 
responsibility for this new 
Director’s position. 

 What previous experience was 
needed? 

 What personality traits should 
he/she have to fit with the 
Team? 

 Would their leadership style fit 
with the corporate Values and 
culture? 

 If a candidate came to mind 
please submit that candidate’s 
name. 

These documents [from nine Team 
members] were to be given to me 
the following week and I would 
compile them into one ‘position 
description’. 
The Leadership Team met to 
review the composite description 
compared to their individual 
efforts. Lots of discussion ensued 
and a few changes were made. 
What stood out was that no one 
had listed a potential candidate.  
 
I then had individual meetings with 
the President; VP Research; and 
the VP Governmental Affairs to 
arrive at an agreed-to ‘description’. 
These discussions refined the 
Director of Operation’s position 
description a little further but only 
focused on the candidate’s required 
experience and education. 
 
The following day, over lunch, the 
Leadership Team decided that 
there was no one working in either 
the US or Canadian facilities that 
had the required qualifications.  
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Coincidently, the search for the VP 
HR was also on-going and I was 
hoping a decision on a final 
candidate would be forthcoming 
shortly. The chosen candidate 
would be an integral part of this 
assignment. 
 
No company that the individual 
leaders knew of was dealing with 
their new product - synthetic 
human blood; there was no target 
organization on which to focus the 
search. They also considered if a 
university researcher might be an 
option; but eventually ruled that 
out. There was a certain degree of 
secrecy about this product as all 
VPs and other managers required 
RCMP clearance. 
The potential customers were 
member countries in NATO - the 
ultimate customer[s] would be on 
NATO’s military staff. So, we began 
the first stages of the search 
believing there were no North 
American candidates and no 
university researchers who would 
have the appropriate professional 
experience. Personally I was not as 
committed to this ‘no researcher’ 
idea as the other Leaders but 
retained my own counsel.  
 
As the search began I advised that 
a minimum of 3-6 months was 
needed before they would be 
interviewing my ‘short list’. I 
obtained permission to use a North 
American and a European search 
firm as sub-contractors, if needed. 
The advertising and travel budgets 
were established. All this was 
recorded and approved.  
 

The search began in 2015 and 
social media—LinkedIn--would be 
part of the process. Additionally the 
traditional options open to us were: 

 Identify the names of key 
personnel in all bio-tech 
companies and Universities in 
North America and Europe. The 
objective was to determine if 
there might be a suitable 
candidate; or an individual who 
could be a source of referral. 

 Identify the names of all 
professional associations and 
journals that might have a close 
connection to the ideal 
candidate’s education and/or 
experience. I also contacted two 
colleagues at the search firms 
covering North America and 
Europe. That proved to be a 
dead end.  

 
We then crafted an advertisement 
for the professional journals and 
societies and two internet search 
firms. We used four national and 
international professional journals 
over a two month period. 
 
As anticipated we received many 
letters and CVs. The common 
thread was that most candidates 
had relatable professional 
backgrounds but in all cases had no 
manufacturing experience. It was 
soon clear that the chosen 
candidate was likely to go from test 
tube quantities to hundreds of units 
per day plus a current staff of over 
50 scientists and technicians. My 
next consideration was going to be, 
I thought, a difficult sell to the 
President.  
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Having a recent employee-referral 
experience in mind [from another 
client] I went to the bio-tech 
President with a similar idea. Any 
individual would who directly 
referred a candidate that was 
hired, as the Operations Director, 
was to receive a significant award.  
I didn’t have a specific reward in 
mind. My thinking was to go to the 
existing managerial and scientific 
employees and ask for their input.  
 
The President wanted the input 
from the Executive Leadership 
Team before moving on this 
proposal. The result: those with a 
scientific leaning thought it was too 
outrageous, while those with a 
business and marketing bent were 
in favour of the idea. So to break 
the tie I proposed not putting this 
idea to the employees but selecting 
2-4 annual association conferences 
and renting a booth to market our 
recruiting need. Now we had full 
agreement.  
 
The next step was to go to the 
managerial and scientific 
community on-site [about 70 
individuals] and announce the 
position and invite any applications 
or referrals. Their suggestions for 
the ‘prize’ was a 2-week all paid 
hiking/trekking holiday somewhere 
in either the Alps or Himalayas or a 
2-week period on one or two of the 
less touristy South Pacific islands. 
Spouses, significant others were to 
be included. The President 
supported the idea [after the CFO 
estimated the cost] and gave me a 
‘green light’ to proceed. 
 

The next step: letters were sent to 
every North American and 
European university that had 
educational streams to match the 
educational requirements of the 
position. We wrote to the university 
President, Faculty Deans and the 
Alumni Association. We then 
arranged for a booth at three 
upcoming professional conferences 
[US, UK and Italy]. 
 
Next, we confirmed a contract with 
a convention booth design 
company...the booth had to 
represent the Company and be 
competitive with all the other 
conference booths. Finally, we 
looked into the corporate 
operations of every bio-tech firm 
we could locate. We phoned each 
head of Manufacturing and of 
Research to explain the position; 
invited them to apply; or 
recommend a colleague. We 
mentioned the ‘reward’ as the final 
comment. 
  
The original timeline was off by at 
least 3 months mainly driven by 
the conference schedules. We were 
now looking at 6 - 9 months to 
complete this project. 
 
A colleague and I shared the 
responsibilities at the conferences. 
One would be at the booth and one 
would be upstairs interviewing 
interested candidates. We clearly 
knew that if we stayed within the 
strict requirements of the position 
description, there would never be a 
‘short list’ of candidates. 
 
In addition to the conference 
interviews, I talked with university 
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professors in the US, UK and 
Europe. There were no candidates 
who matched the description’s 
requirements. In total we 
interviewed just over 80 
individuals. A decision was now 
needed. 
 
I phoned the President and asked 
for a decision: would it be a 
candidate with some limited bio-
tech experience, where unlearning 
academic managerial behaviours 
was going to be a concern; or 
someone with limited bio-tech 
experience and no managerial 
experience. As hoped, he chose the 
latter option. [Unlearning is a 
difficult task - especially so if you 
incorporated such behaviours in 
achieving a PhD]. 
With our assessment tools it was 
much easier [and hence more 
accurate] to determine the needed 
‘learning skills’ than to determine 
‘unlearning skills’. In the end we 
presented nine candidates - more 
than we expected at the outset. 
 
A sub-committee of the Leadership 
Team interviewed each candidate 
at least twice, and a few four 
times. The final candidates were 
then interviewed by a group of line 
managers. The client employed 
four of the candidates. Two we 
offered positions to replace existing 
managers who had been below 
standard on their last three 
performance reviews. They 
accepted the offers. One candidate 
was hired for a new position that 
was brought forward by 12 months 
- Director, Quality Assurance. And 
the final hire was for the original 
search, a new Director Operations.  

 
The Leadership Team knew they 
had a ‘learning and development’ 
challenge ahead of them. They all 
hoped the new VP HR would be on 
board within 2 months and they 
were going pass the challenge on 
to her. “Someone had to be the 
coach!” The CFO agreed to lead the 
mentoring effort. 
 
We did not need to offer the two 
week holiday option. However, the 
option was talked about in the 
scientific community in a most 
positive manner. Over the next 
three years the number of 
unsolicited CVs tripled. 
  
I have worked with this client on a 
number of occasions in the last few 
years. Succession planning has 
been one of the projects. When 
completed [for that particular year] 
the Plan included each of the four 
new hires. They were on the 
Succession Plan as logical 
candidates to move into next-level 
positions. Not a bad outcome!  
 
At various stages we used different 
assessment tools to clarify or verify 
information we had learned 
through the interviewing process. 
For example, once the position 
description was finalized we had 
the Executive Team complete a job 
profile that ‘translated’ the 
position’s responsibilities and 
accountabilities into actual 
behaviours. 
 
We also had the Team do the same 
for their own positions and then we 
began discussing the 
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inconsistencies. This step was 
another project onto itself. 
 
The Team learned how each other 
made decisions, who and why 
some were dominant personalities, 
and why some members ‘got along’ 
with some and not so well with 
other colleagues. The final 
assessment was to determine if the 
President’s candidate of choice was 
going to fit with the personality and 
leadership behaviours of the 
President and other leaders and 
vice versa. In most areas the fit 
was ‘right on’. 
 
 

 


