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COMMENTARIES

Executive Selection as a
Strategic Business Decision

AUDREY B. SMITH AND ANN HOWARD
Development Dimensions International

We join Hollenbeck’s (2009) timely call
for focus on the realities associated with
selecting executives, who must lead their
organizations through the unprecedented
uncertainty, complexity, and yes, opportu-
nities to thrive in today’s turbulent global
business environment. Given the virtual
apocalypse of global markets since Septem-
ber 2008, we offer the following three self-
evident truths about executive selection:

• It is more important than ever before.
• The cost of leadership failure is higher

than ever before.
• Every choice is a high stakes decision

for organizations, their shareholders,
and associates.

High stakes decisions are best informed
by the most accurate information and
nuanced insight available. Accuracy is a
longstanding interest of industrial–organi-
zational (I–O) psychologists and prompts
our dismay at the lack of validity evidence
for executive selection. However, nuanced
insight raises questions about what’s miss-
ing in the traditional selection approach.
Over many years of collective experience,
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we have observed the unique demand char-
acteristics that have pulled executive selec-
tion away from the mainstream influence of
I–O psychology practice and research.

The classic selection tools and statisti-
cal rigor that fuel I–O psychologists’ pre-
dictions of individual success against job
requirements offer value in executive selec-
tion, but the process is equally guided
by other contextual factors. These include
C-suite confidence in and ownership of the
process, candidate fit with the organization
and executive team (in addition to role),
and alignment of recommendations to tim-
ing and organizational circumstance, such
as a crisis, focus on growth, business model
shifts, turnaround, startup, and so forth.
These contextual variables support Hollen-
beck’s proposition that executive selection
demands more judgment than statistical sig-
nificance.

We agree with Hollenbeck as well that
I–O psychologists have much to offer orga-
nizations to help make these judgments.
However, we do not agree that the rea-
son they have failed to earn a seat at the
decision table is because they have their
priorities backward and place too much
emphasis on competencies. Our observa-
tions of the demands of executive selection
compel us to offer an alternative framework
to Hollenbeck’s ‘‘backwards CCC’’ model,
one that repositions executive selection as
a core business decision central to strategy
execution.
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We also provide candid reflections about
why psychologists are too often left out
of executive selection and suggest practi-
cal strategies for enhancing our value by
bringing structure, analysis, and relevant
language to the process. Finally, we intro-
duce an alternative ‘‘validation’’ approach
that demonstrates the value and impact
of executive selection in a manner better
aligned with what really matters to organi-
zations.

Selection as a BCCCB Cycle

Executive selection can more appropriately
be seen as a strategic business decision than
a human resource recommendation or a
judgment process. Frankly, executive selec-
tion is most accurately described as a risk
mitigation strategy. We fear that depicting
executive selection simply as a judgment
inadequately portrays the value of high
integrity evaluation to business decisions
with such crucial strategic importance.

Hollenbeck (2009) posits that I–O psy-
chologists have erred in ordering the
importance of the ‘‘CCCs’’ of selection
backwards: instead of prioritizing them as
competencies, competence, and character,
he suggests character, competence, and
competencies. However, elevating execu-
tive selection to a strategic business deci-
sion implies a holistic, dynamic process
rather than a linear consideration of sequen-
tial thresholds. We make this explicit by
describing best practice executive selection
as a BCCCB cycle, where synthesis is more
important than cutoffs.

(B)usiness context. If you accept the
premise that executive selection is best
viewed as a strategic business decision,
the process must overtly start and con-
clude with the ‘‘end in mind,’’ namely the
bottom-line business challenges (B) that are
top of mind for executive decision mak-
ers. Those of us who regularly provide
selection data to C-suite decision makers
know how quickly they gravitate toward
scenario questions and ‘‘what ifs.’’ Who
is best suited to drive an organizational

integration? Enter a new market? Enhance
process efficiency? Implement a new global
segmentation strategy? These are more typ-
ical executive inquiries than ‘‘How moral
are they?’’ or ‘‘How strong are their delega-
tion skills?’’

Psychologists advising on executive
selection are not relevant without speaking
directly to candidate readiness for specific
and sometimes volatile business challenges.
However, sooner or later, bottom-line pre-
dictions of candidate readiness to step
up to strategic business challenges must
be substantiated by linkages to a logical
composite of skills and behavior (compe-
tencies), personality traits (character), and
knowledge/experience (competence). Busi-
ness challenges are too abstract to be a
primary measurement target.

(C)ompetencies. Once business challenges
create the stage for interpretation, I–O
psychologists demonstrate their relevance
by tightly pulling this thread of business
context all the way through interpretation of
the three Cs. For example, given the reality
of ongoing acquisitions, do candidates
have the leadership and interpersonal skills
required to drive organizational integration?

Ultimately, we care most about what
someone actually says or does. Therefore,
we contend that the primary C should be
demonstrated behavior (competencies), not
indicators of character, or what might hap-
pen. We in no way want to diminish the
role of personal attributes as a crucial com-
plement to behavioral data at the executive
level; however, we strongly believe that
there are more opportunities for behavior-
to-behavior prediction in practically crafted
executive selection than does Hollenbeck
(2009). Our experience in obtaining sam-
ples of executive behavior across a spec-
trum of assessment approaches continually
reminds us that hard evidence of ‘‘can
do’’ is superior and more realistic than
‘‘might do.’’

For example, a highly introverted leader
can cover her natural shyness with learned
behavior. She can develop and use strong
interpersonal skills, a highly trainable
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domain. She can mitigate a tendency to
retreat under pressure (personality) by push-
ing herself to reach out to subordinates
and colleagues when under stress. This sce-
nario assumes self-awareness and effective
self-management, both of which can be pre-
dicted. Of course, other traits are harder to
mediate and present knockout factors; for
example, a candidate might not be suffi-
ciently creative for a role in which personal
innovation is essential. However, if the real
requirement is to drive a culture of innova-
tion, even a totally pragmatic individual can
be a catalyst for others’ creativity through
strong leadership.

In sum, we sanction the evergreen rele-
vance of Wernimont and Campbell’s (1968)
signs versus samples continuum—even in
the executive space. In our experience,
when evaluation of competencies and per-
sonal attributes are in conflict (e.g., strong
executive disposition in the face of poor
adjustment scores), actual behavior rules!

(C)haracter. The use of personality mea-
sures, tapping into both character and other
enduring traits, is enjoying a revival in exec-
utive selection for a number of very good
reasons. We think Hollenbeck’s treatment
of character is too narrow, overemphasizing
traits (integrity and morality) that are value
laden and infrequently present problems
for organizations. However, as practitioners
(and employers), we cannot conceive of
an adequate senior leader evaluation with-
out consideration of a broader spectrum of
potential personality derailers and enablers.

Executives face immense pressure and
are certain to become ‘‘more like them-
selves’’ under stress and increased scrutiny.
As psychologists, we can anticipate poten-
tial scenarios in which candidates are most
likely to exhibit previously unseen dysfunc-
tional behavior or simply to overuse traits
that may have served them well earlier in
their careers (e.g., passion dissolves into
volatility, confidence turns to arrogance,
creativity threatens timely shifts into exe-
cution). We can also pinpoint enabling
patterns (e.g., conceptual orientation) that

identify promise to grow, such as opera-
tional leaders likely to mature into strategic
leaders with the right support.

So even though ‘‘behavior rules,’’ we
believe personality measures add essential
nuance to the strategic business decision-
making process. Executive failure is a
very costly proposition to organizations;
thoughtful selection balances consideration
of candidate strengths and vulnerabilities.
Derailers do not always emerge until a
leader is pressure tested, as when transition-
ing to a role with greater scope, visibility,
and/or consequence of failure. Personal-
ity measures are our most effective sign of
what has not yet been observed and thus
explain or challenge perplexing observa-
tions from simulations or interviews. Per-
sonality insights, when coupled with strong
business acumen, also maximize our ability
to anticipate, with confidence, what might
happen against a range of future scenarios.

(C)ompetence. For the purposes of our
BCCCB model, we’ll define competence
as experience (results and achievements) as
well as knowledge prerequisite to success.
Conventional wisdom about competence
suggests the following:

1. Higher levels of risk make considera-
tion of competence more important.

2. Some roles are more suited to devel-
oping competence than others (most
organizations have ‘‘developmental
roles’’ rich in opportunity, lower in
risk).

Of course, as Hollenbeck noted, the
order in which experience or knowledge
must be considered is situation-specific,
but this is just one of many examples of
how readily linear consideration of deci-
sion factors, in whatever order, falls apart.
In one situation, knowledge and experi-
ence are the price of entry (chief surgeon).
In others, experience may compensate for
skill or knowledge deficits. For example,
health care organizations are clearly ben-
efiting from integration of lean practices
and outside perspectives from leaders who
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transferred into the industry, and lack of
health care experience has even become
desirable when there is a need for an unbi-
ased lens to look into deeply entrenched
issues.

I–O Psychologists in
Executive Selection

As Hollenbeck (2009) notes, executive
selection decisions are often wrong: Esti-
mates of executive failure average about
50%, and the decision-making process has
been called illogical and slipshod. Realis-
tically, the decision makers are untrained
amateurs (boards of directors and other
executives), and executive recruiters over-
rely on unstructured interviews and refer-
ence checks, tools that inhabit the low end
of the validity continuum (Howard, 2001).
Surely with our array of selection meth-
ods and evidence-based understanding of
selection processes (the things Hollenbeck
notes as What’s Right), I–O psychologists
can bring rigor and discipline to a failed
process with such a powerful impact.

However, repositioning executive selec-
tion as a strategic business decision shines a
bright spotlight on the BCCCB requirements
for I–O psychologists who seek more mean-
ingful participation. Weak business savvy or
executive insight will quickly reveal itself in
high-level selection and become a knockout
factor for future engagements. Yet few I–O
psychologists devote themselves to reading
the Wall Street Journal in the same manner
that they follow I–O or HR publications.
Nor do many define themselves as business
advisors rather than behavioral scientists.
However, if we want to meet the needs of
our business clients, we need to reconsider
our brand and elevate our performance.

Several simple things can be done to
showcase the unique value a business savvy
I–O psychologist can offer to the decision
process.

1. Become bilingual. English (or your
primary language) and the language of busi-
ness are a powerful combination! Speaking
the language of business demands that
we rise above restricting our evaluations

of human potential to the skills, abilities,
psychological attributes, and even knowl-
edge/experience domains of qualifications.
It’s often a matter of translating what we
know best into language that answers exec-
utives’ fundamental questions. An example
will illustrate how business-driven, holistic
executive selection speaks to boards and
other executive decision makers.

Savoreez is a large global producer of
gourmet-prepared foods and beverages.
During the past 5 years Savoreez grew
rapidly; demand for its grocery products
soared, and hundreds of new gourmet
cafes were constructed. John, the CEO,
was credited for stimulating this growth
by cultivating an entrepreneurial culture.
However, by October 2008, the world
economy was cycling downwards and
taking Savoreez with it. John decided to
retire, and the board contacted a local
I–O psychologist, an executive search
firm, and a global talent management
company to find his replacement.

The local I–O psychologist recom-
mended Arnold as CEO on the grounds
that he is highly intelligent, scored high
on Conscientiousness, and was bet-
ter than other candidates at planning
and organizing, delegating, and team
building. The psychologist understood
Arnold’s talents well but ignored the
shifting economic context that framed
the company’s current challenges and
was unable to answer the board’s ‘‘what
if’’ questions.

The executive search firm rec-
ommended Bruce, a candidate who
impresses customers and gets results,
according to extensive reference checks.
For example, ‘‘The customers bring his
name to me’’ and ‘‘It’s a tough job deal-
ing with [a major customer] day in and
day out, and [s]he’s done a fabulous
job’’ (executive suite language cited by
McCall & Hollenbeck, 2007). The board
understood this language; what they did
not understand was what Bruce actually
did to earn these accolades and whether

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-9434.2009.01123.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-9434.2009.01123.x


148 A.B. Smith and A. Howard

his approach would be effective in their
current downturn environment.

The global talent management com-
pany analyzed what was currently driv-
ing Savoreez’s business and its talent
implications. They recommended Char-
lie to the board with statements like the
following: ‘‘To manage in the current
downturn, one of the CEO’s key chal-
lenges will be taking operational con-
trol; Savoreez needs to create efficien-
cies, streamline processes, and leverage
resources to cut costs. Flawless execution
is critical in times of crisis because things
easily get out of hand when change
comes rapidly. Charlie understands that
merely communicating a cost control
strategy is not enough to make it hap-
pen. He will assign accountabilities and
institute measures to monitor the com-
pany’s progress in cutting unnecessary
expenses. He is naturally pragmatic, and
his focus on processes will help him keep
the company on track during these rocky
times.’’

In the foregoing passage, the tal-
ent management company built their
description of Charlie from a compe-
tency (driving execution) demonstrated
in simulations and a personality test
pattern (pragmatic and process-focused).
However, the board heard, in the lan-
guage of business, what Charlie was
likely to do as CEO of Savoreez in the
current downturn and why that would
help him be successful carrying out their
strategy.

2. Know your audience. Some of our
most fascinating and rewarding selection
discussions have been with senior decision
makers who disclose their anxiety about
making such a critical decision. Incredibly,
one of the authors has had two different
CEOs liken their angst to the risk they
felt serving in Vietnam. These situations,
in our view, reveal an appropriate humility
and appreciation for the business impact
associated with the choice at hand.

Given this backdrop, I–O psychologists
are far more likely to be solicited as business

advisors when we demonstrate readiness to
enter our clients’ worlds and understand
‘‘what’s keeping them up at night.’’ With
a deep understanding of their practical and
personal needs, we can more effectively
simplify and weigh the complex variables
associated with selection decisions.

3. Offer a well-substantiated point of
view. The one absolute for our ability to
optimize this decision process is conver-
sation. Sometimes I–O psychologists are
relegated to the backroom, limited to writ-
ing summary reports of assessment findings.
This severely diminishes the contribution
that business savvy I–O psychologists can
offer. Therefore, we strive to earn the right
to face-to-face conversations with senior
decision makers to review findings against
decision criteria. Few other business deci-
sions of similar import would be made
without an opportunity for further explo-
ration of data and a follow-up discussion
with the primary business analyst.

The BCCCB model can provide a
business-relevant framework for rich con-
sideration of multiple candidates in an
efficient, consistent manner. Psychologists
must avoid letting the session dissolve into
a presentation and have the confidence to
proactively engage in dialogue about the
implications of candidate profiles for the
business.

Strong facilitation often creates a fasci-
nating, highly interactive forum for pooling
decision makers’ perspectives on candidate
experience and knowledge (a topic they
may know best) with the psychologist’s sys-
temic evaluation across the BCCCB frame-
work. A holistic, nuanced profile of candi-
date readiness will naturally emerge; at this
point, what decision makers want most is for
us to express a point of view. This point of
view should marry our insights with those of
executive decision makers, ultimately trans-
forming versus transmitting data and infor-
mation. A valued point of view may include
an overall thumbs up or down or may
offer a broader perspective with specific
caveats. For example, we might conclude
that a highly entrepreneurial candidate will
succeed as leader of the new ventures group
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Figure 1. Logical path from one factor in executive selection to organizational
performance.

ONLY if he has several execution-focused
subordinates on his team. Our point-of-view
in this case is that the ‘‘team mosaic’’ war-
rants as much consideration as individual
role requirements.

Dynamic selection discussions that zero
in on business can quickly turn senior
decision makers into strong fellow assessors
willing to fall into a structure and set of
expectations, such as behavioral evidence.
They also gain better understanding of and
great respect for the tools, processes, and
insights I–O psychologists can offer to guide
strategic business decisions.

Toward a New Research Paradigm
for Executive Selection

Demonstrating the effectiveness of execu-
tive selection requires going beyond the
traditional validation model of correlating
selection data with individual job perfor-
mance. It requires exploring what happens
in the organization after selection takes
place and whether these various outcomes
can be attributed to the chosen executives.
A first step is to set up a logical path that
traces how executives selected with the new
method can be expected to affect organiza-
tional performance.

At Savoreez, one factor in the global
talent management company’s selec-
tion model was skill in driving exe-
cution. Figure 1 shows that if newly
selected executives are better at driving
execution, they will hold their reports
accountable for carrying out a strategy
that, in a downturn, includes stream-
lining processes. If their teams generate
process efficiencies that are subsequently
adopted, the organization should realize

some cost savings, which will improve
its financial performance (profits, even if
revenues fall in the downturn).

Each box in Figure 1 presents an oppor-
tunity for measuring the effectiveness of the
selection method for improving the orga-
nization and its business performance. The
accumulation of this kind of evidence of
change is a better demonstration of the
value of executive selection than the tra-
ditional model that seeks only a statistically
significant correlation between the first box
(rating of driving execution during the selec-
tion process) and the second box (rating of
driving execution after the executive is on
the job).

We believe that following the various
approaches we have outlined here will go
far in both enhancing I–O psychologists’
role in executive selection and improv-
ing the quality of these strategic decisions.
This is not to suggest that executive fail-
ure will suddenly disappear. Many fac-
tors beyond selection—onboarding, accep-
tance by other executives, relationships
with the board, organizational and exter-
nal constraints, and so forth—become
executives’ undoing. However, diagnos-
tic research on each step of the logical
path from selection to organizational per-
formance can help uncover these factors
and suggest a better course.

We encourage I–O psychologists not to
give up on executive selection as a lost
cause but instead learn how to grow and
flex to earn a seat at the decision table.
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