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The Rare Find

How does the FBI’s hostage rescue team find agents for the world’s toughest job? How do Hollywood casting agents size up the best talent?

There’s a huge difference between elite performers and everyone else: in terms of productivity there’s a five-to-one gap. No one can afford to settle for mediocrity.

Talking to the world’s best, most secretive talent scouts, George Anders found that they all share an intense belief in finding high achievers who can create big successes. These are the arenas where brilliant recruiting is most vital – and in The Rare Find Anders reveals how the rest of us can learn the hidden ‘tells’ that really matter.

Pairing these frontline observations with cutting-edge research from psychiatrists, economists, recruiters and business strategists, Anders shows how anyone can hone the ability to recognize future greatness and discover tomorrow’s stars.

Praise for The Rare Find:

‘George Anders combines deep reporting, vivid storytelling, and keen analysis to help unravel the mysteries of talent. Whether you’re running a large organization or managing a small team, The Rare Find is that rare book – a must-read’

Daniel H. Pink, author of Drive and A Whole New Mind

‘George Anders is himself a rare find. A superb writer, he brings piercing intellect and persistent curiosity to examine the single most important leadership skill: finding and picking the right people. By turning his own talent upon this vital and elusive question, Anders has done a great service’

Jim Collins, author of Good to Great

‘George Anders finds the deep truth about choosing people right. You’ll never make these supremely important decisions the same way again’

Geoff Colvin, author of Talent is Overrated

‘Quite simply, the best book on the subject I’ve ever read’

Daniel Coyle, author of The Talent Code

‘Resilience, curiosity, and self-reliance are strengths that don’t show up in HR hiring manuals. In The Rare Find, George Anders shows that they lead to fresh ways to hunt for talent. More power to him for daring to advocate that which is not obvious’

Andrew S. Grove, former chairman and CEO of Intel
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Introduction

In early 2005, Todd Carlisle began an experiment. He grabbed a notepad and ticked off twenty factors that might distinguish between hiring great employees and picking the wrong people. His early jottings focused on mainstream data that big companies normally track. Where did candidates go to college? What grades did they muster? How long had they been in the workforce, and so on?

Then Carlisle started popping into executives’ offices, asking them: “What else would you add?” His list got bigger. It got weirder. Carlisle didn’t mind. Even when there was an outlandish, bite-yourlip quality to someone’s theories, Carlisle said, “Thanks!” and logged in the suggestion. Did Eagle Scouts make better employees? How about people who ran their own businesses in childhood? Or people with the single-minded intensity to set a national record in anything, no matter how unrelated to their jobs? What about chess wizards and dodgeball enthusiasts? Carlisle was a human sponge, soaking up every question he heard.

The more the list grew, the more it intrigued people. Nobody important had commissioned this project. Carlisle had dreamed up the idea on his own. Officially, he was just a new guy in human relations with a company laptop and a taupe cubicle. He carried the hazy and not-very-impressive job title of “staffing programs manager.” But as this affable thirty-year-old kept running around the headquarters of one of America’s most famous companies, powerful people started rooting for him.

One of the company’s billionaire cofounders wanted to help out, too. He had emigrated from Russia at age six, settling into a new home in Maryland. By age nine, he was tinkering with a Commodore 64 personal computer that his father had given him as a birthday present. As the two men chatted, Carlisle wondered whether the best employees might have discovered computers at a very early age. That was worth researching, too.

Eventually, Carlisle’s list topped out at three hundred factors. He had rounded up every business practice, folk saying, and crackpot theory he could find. His company was less than ten years old, yet it already employed nearly five thousand people. By hiring so aggressively from all corners of the world, the company had created a rare cauldron of provocative ideas and remarkable people. It was Carlisle’s great fortune to be working there—at Google—at just the right time to carry out his project.

Many of Carlisle’s factors focused on the life paths of computer engineers, because they were such a huge part of Google’s workforce. But his list was so long and so diverse that it had a universal quality, too. If people in any high-achievement field were to compile their own lists, a lot of the same factors would pop up, too.

It was time to test all the theories. Thanks to Google’s data-centric culture, Carlisle had no trouble organizing a massive online canvassing of the company’s workforce. Employees raced through census-style surveys, chronicling their habits and accomplishments. Former lemonade-stand operators checked off one box. Marathoners and patent holders checked off others. Even the dodgeball players got their moment. Meanwhile, existing Google databases documented which employees were regarded as superstars, strong performers, and laggards.

All that Carlisle needed to do (with suitable privacy precautions) was to connect these enormous databases, shake them together, and see what patterns emerged.

Within a few months, Carlisle had his answers. On the question of childhood familiarity with computers, Google cofounder Sergey Brin turned out to be right. People who grew up as early adopters of technology tended to be unusually creative adults in new, uncharted realms. Most other supposed markers of success turned out to be mirages. When all the number-crunching was done, several dozen factors—including a few real oddities—emerged as ones that could help predict candidates’ chances.

The biggest impact of Carlisle’s experiment, however, transcended any single hiring shortcut. What Google learned was that it had been looking at candidates’ résumés far too narrowly.

Fast-growing Google had started out by focusing inordinately on candidates’ education, grade-point averages, and even SAT scores. The thinking was that high-IQ people would do best at Google, and that the best way of gauging brainpower was to look at candidates’ classroom record. Google ended up with lots of Ph.D. holders from Stanford, MIT, Caltech, and top Ivy League schools. But by the time Carlisle got to work, there was lingering unease that some of these geniuses weren’t quite as effective as Google had hoped. Even more important, company insiders worried that they might be turning away a lot of talented people whose true abilities surpassed their academic credentials.

“Take the wide view” became the overriding lesson of Carlisle’s experiment. Transcripts and scores alone weren’t the full measure of a candidate. There was room at Google for people whose grades had faltered because they were working thirty hours a week to pay for college. There was room for highly competitive people who had chased an athletic dream when they were younger—and now were applying that same relentless energy to professional goals. There was room, especially in nonengineering fields, for people who weren’t great students, but who had been running businesses, tutoring, volunteering, and otherwise being civic leaders from their teenage days onward.

Such candidates would stay invisible if Google rigidly scanned résumés the traditional way, from top to bottom. As many as 75,000 résumés a week streamed into Google’s offices. So many candidates chased so few openings that if reviewers didn’t see some “Wow!” factor right away, it was time to hit the “Reject” button. The best hope of spotting these hidden winners, Carlisle came to believe, was to steal a quick peek at the bottom of the résumé. That’s where he might find out that someone had competed in four Alaska marathons … or had made it into the Guinness Book of World Records … or had published three software manuals by age twenty-five. For the right job, those weren’t peripheral details. They might be powerful insights into someone’s character or on-the-job potential.

So Carlisle stopped reading résumés the usual way.

He became known as the man who analyzed résumés “upside down.” Now, when Carlisle pulls up a résumé on his laptop—which tends to happen dozens of times a day—he begins by tapping the “Page Down” key a couple times until he reaches the final entries. Then he scrutinizes the loose ends of candidates’ bios. “I want to know their stories,” Carlisle explained to me one morning. “I want to know what these people are all about.” In a moment, he might scroll back to the top and start hunting for the classic markers of competence: work history, education, credentials, and the like. But first, he wants to see if some special, rare attribute could point the way to greatness.

This is a book about people with the audacity to do what Carlisle did—to read résumés upside down—and why their approaches are so important to America’s future. Over the past thirty years, I have been interviewing hundreds of people who wrestle with the same challenges that Google faced. They may be working at army bases, ad agencies, investment banks, Hollywood studios, big industrial companies, medical schools, corporate boardrooms, college admissions offices, speakers’ bureaus, or nanny agencies. No matter what their calling, they all are consumed by the same few questions: “How do we spot rare talent? How do we know it’s real? How do we avoid walking right past some of the best candidates we will ever see, without even recognizing our oversights?”

Those questions have been tantalizing and tormenting managers for a long time. But here’s the fascinating twist. Over the past few decades, we as a society have made talent spotting vastly more sophisticated than it ever was before. Personal hunches have yielded to an endless stream of manuals and seminars. Online job boards offer thousands of candidates—now! If we want elaborate dossiers on candidates, we can gather facts (and video) by the gigabyte. If we want to rank candidates by any formula we choose, countless software programs will sort everyone in an instant. The tools at our disposal are more powerful than ever. Yet the results have hardly improved since the days of mimeograph machines and The Jack Benny Show.

In fact, it’s arguable now that our ability to identify great people has deteriorated. We have created so much data that we’re drowning in it. We scrutinize people so exhaustively for signs of proven competence that we may be losing the ability to do anything else. All we see are past credentials. Trying to forecast what people might achieve is a bigger mystery than ever. As a result, executives shy away from the mavericks, the late bloomers, the overachievers with the underdog past, or the inexperienced newcomers with the amazing potential. We are so afraid of making a mistake that we have lost the courage to do anything spectacularly right.

Such timidity is bad news at any stage of the economic cycle. But it’s especially unfortunate now, when the United States and its major trading partners are shaking off the horrors of a financial collapse and getting ready to grow again. All sorts of new business opportunities are there to be seized. Organizations with the courage to hire great people and turn them loose will capture the rewards of a new era. Gun-shy outfits will let the moment slip away.

In 2010, business strategist Marc Effron surveyed a group of 1,800 human resources managers at big companies. He asked if they thought they were winning the war for talent. Only 18 percent of respondents said yes. All the rest felt they were either losing ground or stuck in an endless struggle where they weren’t making headway.

Look at how far back in history we now turn to find inspiration. In politics, it’s Abraham Lincoln’s cabinet choices that are legendary. In military circles, it’s George Marshall’s ability in the 1930s to find the up-and-coming commanders who could help him win World War II. In sports, Vince Lombardi has been dead for forty years, but the way he built the Green Bay Packers into a championship team is still admired. Modern presidents, generals, and football coaches don’t evoke nearly the same awe.

There are 208,000 full-time recruiters in the United States today, working everywhere from General Electric to a three-person firm specializing in pulp-mill operators. The ones I’ve met—and I’ve met a lot of recruiters over the years—tend to be likable, diligent, well-connected people. They reliably find competent candidates for their clients. Often they go one step further and produce what the business community likes to call “A-level players.”

But when it comes to recognizing the first stirrings of genius, conventional talent spotters might as well be blindfolded. In pop music, one of the biggest recording labels in the country briefly signed teen sensation Taylor Swift to contracts very early in her career, but let her go because it didn’t seem worth spending more than $15,000 a year for exclusive rights to her work. In baseball, a host of future All-Star players went undrafted through the first thirty rounds of the sport’s annual amateur draft, as teams burned up more than nine hundred picks on other players, most of whom would never play an inning of major league baseball. And in book publishing, at least four houses had a chance to buy the rights to J. K. Rowling’s first Harry Potter novel for less than $5,000. All but one of them said no.

Of course, in each of those cases, someone did break away from the pack. Someone did take a chance on the unlikely prospects: the Swifts, Rowlings, and all their counterparts in other fields.

This book will show how the savviest talent judges practice their art. One chapter will explain how the U.S. Army finds soldiers good enough to be in Special Forces, without asking them to fire a single bullet. Battle-tested assessors can learn much more by watching candidates trudging forward on a long road march that isn’t going well. That’s when soldiers show their character.

Another chapter will journey to an elite basketball tournament in South Carolina. There, dozens of top coaches and scouts watch the game in a radically different way from what the casual fan might see. It hardly matters which team wins or who scores the most points. Something as mundane as what happens during a coach’s timeout can reveal more about players’ prospects for advancement.

Do some of these same concepts apply to the art of picking chief executive officers of giant major corporations? Yes, they do. In the same way that a handful of obscure, statistics-driven researchers transformed the ways that baseball talent is evaluated—the Moneyball effect—a trio of bookish, fastidious researchers are putting some remarkable new ideas to the test in picking CEOs. In effect, they, too, are reading résumés upside down. They are downplaying the factors that fascinate everyone else. That way, they can concentrate instead on small-grain details about CEO candidates that may have huge predictive power.

Fundamentally, everyone is trying to solve the same problem. Each field has its own lingo, its own customs, and its own history. But the specific stories that fill this book all fit together as part of a bigger mosaic. There’s an art to clearing away the clutter and focusing on what matters most. It is simple and it is transferable. It just requires the courage to take a different approach. The chapters that follow will show how rare finds occur—and what can be done to improve one’s chances of capturing them.

The upshot: Great talent isn’t hard to find if you know how to look. Opportunities to learn from mentors, from well-run organizations, and from our own decisions (wise or foolish) are everywhere. We can debate forever what exactly defines great talent. Some people regard it as a God-given gift; others see talent as something built up via hard work and disciplined training. Either way, the ability to pick the right people isn’t out of reach for anyone.

I’ve been poking at various aspects of the people puzzle for nearly thirty years, both as a business-book author and as a feature writer with The Wall Street Journal, Fast Company magazine, and other national publications. In college I quizzed admissions directors about how they culled through 10,000 applicants and decided which 1,600 belonged at Stanford, Harvard, or Princeton. Later, covering finance for The Wall Street Journal, I learned how hard it is to identify the shrewdest stock-market investors in the world. All the same, the hunt for investment geniuses is so intense that it has become a minor industry in its own right.

I explored America’s top teaching hospitals in my mid-thirties, hearing from famous physicians how they sized up young doctors. Another flurry of stories introduced me to the ways that giant foundations decide which social crusaders have the clarity and courage to deserve major grants. At the height of the dot-com boom, one of Silicon Valley’s top venture capital firms let me become an embedded reporter, watching its partners as they tried to figure out which scruffy dreamers might be capable of launching the next Amazon.com.

As this collection of articles grew, I began to see patterns. Venture capitalists didn’t work in the same quarters as doctors or philanthropists, but to a surprising degree, they all talked the same language. The best ones shared key habits. The less capable ones kept making similar mistakes. Before long even the busiest experts started carving out larger chunks of time to talk about how they sized up candidates. This was their life’s work. I became their confidant, interrogator, skeptic, and chronicler of a remarkable craft. Eventually my interest intensified to the point that I pushed aside all other commitments. For the past two-and-a-half years, I have been crisscrossing the United States, gathering the research that became this book.

Many of this book’s examples are drawn from watching experts in action, talking with their associates, and bringing current-day decisions to life. But there is also an important role for reconstructing historic decisions with the help of memoirs, biographies, old memos, and videotapes. Key examples come from three broad areas:

•  the public-performance worlds of sports, arts, and entertainment

•  high-stakes aspects of business, particularly finance and the information economy

•  “heroic professions” of public service: soldiering, teaching, government, and medicine.

In these fields, experts don’t just screen a few more candidates, ask tougher questions in the interview, or conduct more reference checks. They aren’t merely paging through a well-thumbed personnel manual. They pick people and build teams in a profoundly different way. In some cases, it is as if they take the usual rulebook on hiring and hurl it into an incinerator. It was easy to see how they operated, but it took a while to understand why.

The answer popped into focus one afternoon over coffee with a longtime friend in advertising. We were chatting about what made his best salespeople successful, when Tony cut to the quick. “The reason that you’re talking to me, along with all these other people,” Tony said, “is because there’s a huge difference between our very best performers and everyone else. If you take a hard look at productivity, you’re seeing what easily amounts to a 300 percent difference. In fact, it’s probably a five-to-one gap.”

Where else was I encountering some version of that five-to-one test?

The answer: everywhere.

Sports coaches were constantly looking for that “impact player” who could transform an average team into a championship contender. Venture capitalists kept hunting for the entrepreneurs who could create the next Apple, Amazon, or Google. My most intriguing medical example, former surgery chief John Cameron at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, didn’t spend his career merely hunting for fine young surgeons; he was trying to identify people who could become department chairmen at top teaching hospitals, where their breakthroughs would transform disease care for the world. And the part of the FBI that interested me most was the elite Hostage Rescue Team, which found and developed agents who could handle the bureau’s toughest tasks.

In all these fields, the gap between good and great turns out to be huge. Leaders can’t ignore it. It isn’t enough to figure out which candidates are competent and then move them along safe, predictable paths. That’s a recipe for lackluster results. If talent spotters want to create a great organization, they must aim higher. They need to think constantly about how to find people with breakthrough potential, even if that’s a chancier proposition that involves constantly navigating through ambiguity. The key question stops being: “Are you good enough to belong here?” Instead, it becomes: “Is there a chance you could become spectacular?”

Once this five-to-one standard enters the picture, it changes everything. Traditional thinking about risk gets turned inside out. Bad hires aren’t the only peril. Now the gravest mistakes may involve a failure to hire someone great. Instead of constantly worrying about what can go wrong, talent-spotting specialists often need to think about what could go right.

The process of evaluating somebody becomes transformed, too. Traditional yardsticks of past achievement (test scores, academic degrees, or chin-ups) become preludes rather than the main event. Great selection now centers on the uncertain but far more fruitful realms of assessing what the future will be like and how well or poorly someone’s growth will mesh with an organization’s evolving needs. As a Silicon Valley engineering chief once told me: “We don’t just care what you can do today; what we really want to know is what you can learn tomorrow.”

In fields where capable people all perform at about the same level, there’s no need to obsess about finding such a spark. It may not even exist. But in fields where the five-to-one test applies, talent-spotting experts are constantly hunting for that rare glimmer. They form theories about it in private, debate those ideas with their peers, and recalibrate their methods, again and again. It’s their great pursuit.

If this book had been written a generation or two ago, it would have placed talent on a higher but much narrower pedestal. Historically Western societies have regarded great ability as a freakish gift from the gods. That created both an exaggerated respect—and also a certain degree of distaste—for spectacular performers. They were seen as prodigies from another planet, able to compute cube roots in their head or play Mozart sonatas at age four, but not necessarily adaptable to complex organizations. Most managers didn’t need or want such people. The few that did simply turned them loose in some esoteric field, charged the rest of the world to see these stars perform—and hoped that it wouldn’t all end in tears.

For much of the twentieth century, the United States in particular tried to assess regular workplace talent as if it were no more complicated than a problem in metallurgy. Engineers knew how to size up the hardness of steel or the melting point of various brass alloys. Shouldn’t it be possible to assess human talent just as quickly, precisely—and permanently? Endless batteries of tests were developed that purported to do just that. IQ tests gained favor in the 1920s and remained a workplace standard for many decades beyond. The military tested more than 10 million people during World War II and used those scores to help determine who should be a cook and who should be an espionage agent.

Those tests were better than no placement system at all, or a system that relied on the prejudices of unsophisticated assessors. But they all assumed that talent was such a standard, unchangeable aspect of someone’s identity that it could be identified effectively by a single pencil-and-paper test.

That’s not the way we think about talent today. Pioneering work by psychologists such as K. Anders Ericsson of Florida State University has led us to regard talent as much more malleable and much more accessible. People get really good at something because they practice hard and have excellent mentors or reinforcing peer groups. Right now, at least, the nurture camp is vastly in the ascendancy. Nature’s role now appears far smaller. Some of Ericsson’s acolytes have even gone so far as to suggest that anyone can become quite talented in the field of their choosing, simply by mastering the art of working diligently at the hard stuff. (This is known as “deliberate practice.”)

As a result, there’s vastly more energy and anxiety these days about talent’s role in our mainstream world. Big companies such as AT&T, Pfizer, and Deloitte & Touche now have “chief talent officers.” In some cases, lively titles are merely an effort to make long-established parts of the human-relations department seem more exciting. But there’s also a recognition that even fields such as law and accounting need to be thinking about concepts such as the five-to-one standard. In these old-line professions, credentials and quiet competence used to rule. Now a Darwinian struggle for survival is making constant innovation a necessity, not a choice.

In the chapters that follow, this book will introduce several crucial new terms to help break down the overall talent-spotting challenge into more manageable pieces. An early section of the book will look at situations involving “the jagged résumé.” These involve people whose background to date appears to teeter on the edge between success and failure. Such people can do spectacular work in the right settings, where their strengths are invaluable and their flaws don’t matter. They also are the people most likely to be shunted out of consideration in conventional hiring systems, because of some perceived shortcoming. Some of the most talent-rich organizations in the world achieve greatness by knowing exactly what kinds of jagged résumés are right for them. This section will show how such discernment takes shape.

The middle of the book introduces the notion of “talent that whispers.” It will show how to track down the obscure, out-of-the-way candidates that most scouting systems overlook. Finally, the closing chapters of the book examine “talent that shouts.” This is the realm of spectacular but brash candidates that can make or destroy a program. Sizing up such people involves getting a grip on issues of loyalty, motivation, and willingness to sacrifice on behalf of a greater good.

Running throughout the book is the recognition that rare talent often emerges in unexpected ways. That creates exquisite challenges on both sides of the table—for scouts as well as candidates. Assessors need a hard-nosed optimism that lets them bet on unproven potential. They can’t wait for rock-solid confirmation of their hunches; they need to say “Yes” on the strength of their belief that today’s flickers of promise could ignite greatness. Such convictions tend to be based on a keen eye for powerful but hard-to-quantify success markers such as unstoppable resilience. That particular virtue that is almost invisible in traditional résumés yet so highly prized in domain after domain. Other favorites include creativity, selfreliance, efficiency, judgment, or a nonstop desire to improve.

For candidates, being recognized as a rare find has always required a willingness to defy standard career paths. That’s never easy, but as this book’s final chapter will show, new paths are starting to open up. If mainstream hiring channels are inhospitable, get to know the behind-the-scenes players who control the “hidden” job market. Build networks of people who recognize your unique strengths and can become your advocates. Make up for any apparent gaps in your résumé by establishing yourself as a stunningly quick learner. And learn how to build a public portfolio of your work that can help employers find you.

Success may be difficult at first, but over time it becomes contagious. After all, who are the most discerning talent scouts? Time and again, they are people who, early in their careers, were nearly shunted to the sidelines themselves before someone recognized their uncommon potential. For the rest of their careers they repay the favor, opening doors for other unlikely heroes, too.



1: Sand, Sweat—and Character

Of all the military equipment at Camp Mackall, nothing is more pitiful than trailer 2K9395. Oil stains and rust patches have devoured the trailer’s cargo bed. A rusted axle droops awkwardly from the frame’s left side. The left wheel has vanished, and the remaining right wheel is a flat-tired disgrace. This trailer joined the Army in June 1967, bound for service in Vietnam. Where it has been since is a mystery; even the supply-depot clerks don’t know. Judging by appearances, this contraption has been rotting for decades at this Army outpost in the North Carolina pinelands.

For Dan Fagan, the trailer is perfect.

He is a tall, broad-shouldered sergeant in the Army Special Forces. A combat engineer by training, Fagan can build bridges in a hurry and blow them up even faster. After years of overseas deployments, he has come to Camp Mackall for three years. In this job, he helps screen about three hundred soldiers a month, all of whom hope to join the elite Special Forces, also known as the Green Berets. By the time Fagan sees candidates, they have withstood days of physical tests aimed at culling out the weak. The survivors have completed all-night marches through swamps. They have slithered safely from one rope to another, twenty-five feet off the ground. They have proven themselves stronger and tougher than the average soldier. That’s a good start, but it’s not enough.

It is time to see how these candidates perform in messy, arduous team exercises that approximate some of the stresses of battle. There’s a way to do this without firing a single bullet. On this particular morning, unprepared soldiers will be thrust in front of the Army’s worst-kept trailers, to see who can propel these eighthundred-pound wrecks, by hand, to a faraway destination. The mission is both simple and devilish. Success requires a rare blend of brains, muscle, and an ability to recover from constant, small mistakes along the way. Fagan’s job is to hover near a small cluster of candidates, seeing everything and saying almost nothing. He will judge their work. He is the watchman.

The encounter begins at 5:30 A.M. in a forest clearing. Fagan singles out a skinny soldier with a high-pitched voice, telling him to lead a team of sixteen soldiers that will drag two of these trailers along two-and-a-half miles of sandy roads. If the trailer’s unwheeled edge ever drags along the ground, the mission fails.

In the predawn darkness, the only way for soldiers to see is with tiny halogen headlamps that wrap around each soldier’s cranium. Erratic illumination creates the feeling that the soldiers control only a patch of scrubby soil, while the wider countryside is another story entirely. Soldiers struggle to discern the outlines of 2K9395 and other one-wheeled trailers. Next to each trailer is a weird assortment of equipment: some poles, some cotton lashings, and a long coil of rope. Fagan’s team leader gazes at the pile in bewilderment. Can this gear help make the trailer more roadworthy? Are some supplies just a useless distraction? It could take half an hour to know for sure. Fagan won’t provide a clue. Instead, he demands a rapid plan for getting a patched-up trailer on the road.

“You have five minutes,” Fagan declares.

Pressure. Pressure. How do you handle pressure?

Racing to make sense of the task, the leader creates a hurried sketch of crisscrossing poles and oddly draped rope. He dashes around, sharing his drawing with teammates who strain to fit everything in place. It’s soon apparent that the diagram badly distorts the parts’ actual dimensions. The sketch is a mirage. It’s bogus. As rank-and-file soldiers press for clarification or design changes, the leader briefly panics.

“Just lash the f——ing poles to the f——ing brackets!” he declares. “Push harder!” Soon, three soldiers are hurling their entire body weight at a two-and-a-half-inch-diameter pipe that needs to slip into an opening where zero inches were budgeted. Somehow they wedge it in, bending the heavy metal frame of the trailer in the process. The leader gazes at the spectacle, slack-jawed for a moment. It’s obvious that his design can’t be right. It can’t even be remotely on track. Yet it is the best he could devise. “That’s f——ing good enough,” he declares. “Let’s f——ing get going.” Profanity splatters his speech as if he were trapped in a locker-room version of Simon Says, cursing for credibility.

A few feet away, Fagan watches with quiet amusement. He has spent most of his Special Forces career in Pacific Rim nations and Afghanistan. He speaks passable Korean, Russian, and eight other languages. He can do all kinds of things that these candidates can’t. Working at Camp Mackall is a sabbatical of sorts—a chance to rest up for a few years stateside before returning to overseas action. Yet it’s also his opportunity to help pick men who might one day fight alongside him. So he takes his role in assessing candidates very seriously.

For more than two years, Fagan tells me, he has monitored trailer-building squads. No matter what the teams try—and he has seen nearly thirty designs to date—it’s almost impossible to come up with a configuration that functions smoothly. “There are about a halfdozen designs that barely work,” he says. “They’re all mediocre. But you can get them to the finish line in three or four hours if you push hard enough.” Then he grins. “There are also some awful designs,” he says. Pick one of those, and pushing an eight-hundred-pound trailer through sand becomes a hellish ordeal that never ends. Soldiers may collapse with blisters, twisted ankles, and separated shoulders before they reach the halfway point of the two-and-a-half-mile exercise. They may not make it by nightfall.

Fagan takes one more look at the team’s design. “Their plan is a mess,” he whispers. “But that’s all right. In fact, it’s good. They will realize it soon enough. And then we’ll learn a lot about them.”

It takes only fifty meters for Fagan to be proven right. A few soldiers can’t find any handhold that lets them push their trailer through the sand. They hover uselessly on the periphery. Others discover that the trailer is terrifyingly unstable. They grab it for a moment, then sway and fall. At any given moment, only two or three soldiers are productively pushing each trailer. The rest keep tumbling into the sand as if an invisible genie is yanking them off balance.

“Request permission to adjust the poles,” the team leader tells Fagan.

“You can’t make any adjustments until you have gone one hundred meters,” Fagan replies.

Minutes later, the team reaches its allowed adjustment point. Now rank-and-file soldiers get to work, tugging poles into better positions. The team leader jogs back and forth between the two trailers under his supervision, taking note of each team’s best ideas. He relays suggestions between crews. Two new versions of the trailer-pulling system emerge. They are weirdly asymmetrical and imperfectly lashed together. But at last soldiers have created three or four excellent pushing positions. It’s now possible to balance the trailer’s weight more effectively. The teams resume pushing, with noticeably better results.

“I am open to suggestions,” the team leader tells his men. “If one of you guys is f——ing smarter than me, which is not out of the question, go ahead and speak up.”

It’s hardly inspirational leadership. But it’s a big improvement over the quagmire at the start. As dawn takes hold, Fagan jots down notes on which soldiers impress him, and which don’t. At the top of his list are men who broach good ideas for design improvements, as well as those who consistently push hard, rotating through the toughest positions on the contraption. In the middle of the pack is the group leader, who finds his rhythm after an awful start. (“He isn’t great, but he isn’t horrible,” Fagan decides.) At the bottom of Fagan’s scorecard are the whiners and the fakers. No matter how much they grunt with each labored step, Fagan can spot their soft-fingered grips and their sham grimaces. He wants them gone.

As the trailer teams trudge on, I ask Fagan if a full-fledged Special Forces soldier would ever spend hours on such a primitive task. “Yes,” he says. “I’ve done it.” He recalls an overseas deployment where he needed to move ammunition crates along down a narrow mountain trail. He didn’t have access to any Army helicopters or transport planes. There weren’t any jeeps or other motorized vehicles that could safely navigate the twisting path. All the transportation techniques of a modern-day soldier were unavailable. “We did have mules,” he says. So if he was willing to think like a nineteenth-century soldier—piecing together a primitive carrying system with ropes, poles, and canvas lashing strips—he could get the ammunition to its destination. To many soldiers, that would have been preposterous. To Fagan, that was his kind of warfare. Within a few hours, he had improvised his way to success: roping up the mules, loading them with ammunition crates, and safely transporting them and their cargo to a new Army outpost.

While Fagan’s group inches along, other Special Forces sergeants keep vigil on six more teams trying to propel their trailers, too. Each team amounts to a study in stress—and the candidates’ performance varies dramatically. There’s no longer a hazy commonality to all the sweating young men in the green camouflage uniforms. Even an untrained outsider can sense a chasm forming between soldiers who thrive in this sort of setting and others who come unglued.

A half-mile ahead of Fagan’s group, a young, West Point–trained captain has figured out an ingenious design that balances the rickety trailers as much as possible. His team will finish the course in less than two hours, faster than anyone else. Special Forces examiners will make note of his cunning. He’s a keeper. But a quarter-mile behind Fagan, a different team takes a wrong turn near a landmark known as Big Muddy Lake. They waste half an hour on this detour; they emerge demoralized and incapable of keeping pace with anyone else. Special Forces assessors put black marks next to the name of an assistant team leader who couldn’t navigate. Poor grades are in store, too, for team members whose will to finish was sapped by the setback. Two laggards will be gone from the program within forty-eight hours.

Walking alongside the trailer-pushing soldiers in the hot North Carolina sun is tedious, unpleasant work for the Special Forces assessors. There’s no way of predicting when the next revealing moment will occur. Soldiers can trudge through the sand for hours without doing anything out of the ordinary. Yet Special Forces assessors regard their duty as an honor. For them, moment-by-moment observation is a crucial part, maybe even the essence, of how Army Special Forces ensures it is selecting the right new soldiers.

Their vigilance provides what every organization wants: accurate early assessments of who has the right stuff—and who doesn’t.

Camp Mackall’s rituals aren’t just a fascinating glimpse into an American subculture; they also provide a useful starting point for thinking about talent selection. Any system for picking the right people needs to be more than just a thousand disconnected habits. Success means building on a few central principles. Step back from the details of Special Forces’ methods, and it’s possible to discern three big ideas that can apply almost anywhere. They are as follows:

Look for the hidden virtues. One of the most overlooked strengths in America today can be expressed in one word: resilience. It’s invisible on most résumés. It’s hard to spot in a brief interview. Yet in profession after profession, resilience turns out to be absolutely crucial in differentiating between people who do vastly better than expected—and those who turn out to be severe disappointments. When Army Special Forces assessors ask soldiers to show what they can do in the nightmarish circumstances of the predawn trailer push, they are turning the spotlight—at last—on soldiers’ ability to bounce back from adversity.

Who else cares about hidden virtues such as resilience, ingenuity, curiosity, and compassion? Try Teach For America, which has overhauled the way it sizes up candidates for teaching in some of America’s most beleaguered schools. Or look at the ways some Silicon Valley companies seek out engineers who are natural-born tinkerers, regardless of whether they ever finished college. Chapters 2 through 5 will show how standout companies pull ahead by seeing the hidden strengths—and discounting the supposed flaws—of unusual candidates with “jagged résumés.”

Find your unlikely stars by noticing what others don’t see. The best assessors in any field are constantly learning something new about their subjects. Within Special Forces, there’s an art to appraising something as mundane as a soldier’s demeanor in the midst of a long march. Are his rucksack straps tidy, or are they splayed all over, like an octopus’s tentacles? Do his eyes scan the horizon? Has his face begun to glaze over? Details count, not because one minor factor holds the key to everything, but because many small impressions will add up to a decisive, accurate judgment. Special Forces use an inordinate amount of experienced talent to size up the rawest candidates. That costs money in the short term; it saves untold lives and national resources in the long run.

Who else looks in unexpected places? Chapters 6 through 8 will explain the art of finding “talent that whispers,” the overlooked prospects that go on to greatness. The middle chapters of the book also will underscore the importance of sweating the small stuff. Watch the scouts at a youth basketball tournament when a time-out is called. Casual fans may look away, but people in the business grab their notepads. They see which players run over to the huddle and which dawdle; who pats a teammate on the shoulder and who stays aloof. All these small gestures provide clues about motivation and team ethos. Those are the traits that later will play a huge role in deciding which players soar to stardom and which never make the most of their gifts. Similarly, watch the best executive recruiters as they size up a potential chief executive. They aren’t just evaluating the candidate’s charisma and vision. They are paying close heed to the minor habits that can reveal a lot, both good and bad, about character.

Push your best candidates to grow even stronger. At Camp Mackall, ambitious candidates are constantly challenged with tests of valor. They engage. They lock in. The winners start pushing themselves harder and farther than if they were simply shunted through a sorting system. That means candidates’ potential for growth—one of the most vital and elusive factors in any selection system—is no longer a mystery. It’s obvious. Motivation reveals itself as the selection process plays out. What’s more, successful candidates start building peer-to-peer bonds that will drive them forward for their entire careers.

What other outfits make a point of challenging, not coddling, their brightest prospects? Try one of the most famous talent-spotting systems in corporate America, General Electric’s Corporate Audit Staff program. It is a multiyear gauntlet designed to be a selection/initiation hybrid. Candidates may spend six months in Brazil, working around the clock on leasing deals—and then be rocketed off to Australia on short notice to learn the mining business. Such progressions draw the most dedicated into a fast-paced career in corporate finance while discarding those who can’t keep pace. Or consider the classic internship-residency-fellowship training cycle for doctors, in which each step on the ladder involves both selection and a deeper initiation into the healer’s life. Such examples will be showcased in chapters 9 to 11, which look at “talent that shouts.”

The interplay between broad rules and specific examples is endless and rich. It’s possible to learn from a vast assortment of fields, so long as each discipline’s unique habits are seen as metaphors, rather than as literal role models. No one in their right mind would transfer the sweaty road tests of an Army program into civilian life. It’s amusing but wildly inappropriate to imagine picking investment bankers by sending them on ten-mile marches with seventy-pound rucksacks on their backs. No one would size up computer programmers by seeing how skillfully they could push a broken jeep trailer. And no one would assess actors, teachers, or architects by running them through a ropes course.

Yet the process of drawing comparisons from one talent-picking program to another needn’t be jarring at all. Our everyday speech is packed with allusions to other fields, often in such familiar language that we glide past the original context. We warn ourselves about prima donnas without thinking of opera; we prize home run hitters without thinking of baseball; we appreciate managers willing to slug it out with the competition without thinking of boxing.

In fact, the extreme physical tests of its Special Forces candidates are seen as metaphors within the Army itself. The reason that rope climbs, multimile marches, and the like have become so prominent in Special Forces selection isn’t because military leadership regards those as exact matches with everyday soldiering. Rather, these tests help gauge the abstract virtues—perseverance, motivation, judgment, etc.—that matter in almost any calling. The score sheets for tallying each candidate’s performance go far beyond a stopwatch analysis of how quickly each candidate finishes. What the raters want are clues about candidates’ character.

To understand why, it helps to take a moment to review Special Forces’ history and identity. From its inception in 1952, Special Forces has focused on high-skill, high-ingenuity jobs that require a few well-placed soldiers. Its standard fighting unit is a shockingly tiny group of twelve men. They operate at the edges of regular warfare: training guerrillas to fight unfriendly governments, conducting sabotage and reconnaissance behind enemy lines, helping friendly governments bolster their internal defense, and so on. Fast-paced commando raids can be part of the mix, but that isn’t the single-minded focus of Special Forces, in the way that Army Rangers or Navy SEALS are defined by high-intensity action. Some of Special Forces’ most successful missions may involve months of diplomacy with indigenous peoples in out-of-the-way parts of the world before any military action takes place.

Because Special Forces represents the outermost reach of American military force, there’s an inherent unpredictability about the way its soldiers may be used. That puts a huge premium on finding soldiers with the adaptability, stoicism, and stamina to make a go of almost anything.

Two former World War II officers, Aaron Bank and Russell Volckmann, infused this spirit into Special Forces at its founding. Bank, a multilingual adventurer, had parachuted into occupied France in 1943 and spent months organizing French resistance fighters so they could ambush German convoys, blow up bridges, and the like. In 1945, he recruited seventy German prisoners of war to form Operation Iron Cross, a plot to seize and kill Adolf Hitler if the Fuehrer fled Berlin in the war’s final days. The plan was never invoked. Nonetheless, its precision and daring won admiration at the highest military levels. Volckmann was an Army officer who got trapped in the Philippines after the Japanese invasion of 1942. He turned that dire fate to his advantage, organizing at least 15,000 Filipino guerrillas to undermine Japanese control.

Both men regarded unconventional warfare as their way of life. They saw the creation of Army Special Forces as a way of keeping wily, unorthodox operations strong in the American repertoire, whether this was needed in Cold War situations or some other scenario no one had anticipated yet.

Vietnam was the most controversial chapter in Special Forces history. Green Berets swarmed into villages along the Ho Chi Minh Trail in the 1960s, hoping to train residents to stop Communist incursions. Early enthusiasm for such missions gave way to the frustrations and distrust associated with the eventual failure of U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia. Redemption came in Panama in 1989, where Special Forces soldiers helped topple dictator Manuel Noriega; in El Salvador in the 1990s, where Special Forces shaped a successful campaign against violent insurgents; and the early days of the Afghanistan war in 2001–02, when Special Forces soldiers worked with Northern Alliance allies to dislodge the Taliban from power in a matter of weeks.

Anna Simons, a Harvard-trained anthropologist who spent more than a year observing Special Forces soldiers during training exercises, declared that the most important strength of these soldiers was what she called “mettle.” In her 1997 book, The Company They Keep, she singled out Special Forces soldiers for being able to function effectively without guidance, tolerate stress, make adjustments—and still act with stunning decisiveness when the situation called for it. In sum, she wrote, mettle is “being able to deal confidently with the unknown.”

Dick Couch, a former Navy SEAL, came to a similar conclusion in his 2007 book about Army Special Forces, Chosen Soldier. As he put it: “Special Forces training is all about finding talented men who have adaptive, creative minds. … Physical toughness is a requisite; mental agility is essential.”

Within Camp Mackall, one nighttime test has long been prized for its insights into candidates’ overall merit. The test is called Land Nav; it involves a sprawling, multihour search in which hundreds of candidates try to track down a series of tiny markers in a vast stretch of forest. The soldiers’ only tools are a five-color map, a compass, and a protractor. Markers are scattered in such a way that each candidate’s quest is different. If everything goes right, a skilled soldier might complete the task in eight or nine hours. For most candidates, all sorts of mishaps lie ahead.

When I first heard about Land Nav, it sounded like an anachronism. Modern satellite technology has become so good, and so pervasive, that it’s rare for any soldier or civilian to attempt serious navigation with tools that date back to the days of General Grant. Old-fashioned map-reading skills might have been essential for the
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