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			To my family, especially Lori, the most loving—and talented—wife and mother of my children I could ever have hoped for

		

	
		
			PART I

			
				THE TALENT PRINCIPLE

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			It’s a Talent Economy

			Not long ago, I set up a meeting between a CEO with a big job to fill and a talented manager I had interviewed who seemed a perfect match. I made arrangements for the candidate to fly in for a meeting with the CEO at his office. Simple, right?

			
Not when the CEO refused to pay for a limo to transport him to the company’s offices. The candidate ended up taking a taxi—and getting lost. And as if that weren’t bad enough, when he finally arrived at the company’s offices, he had the pleasure of sitting and waiting, and waiting, in the reception area. A half hour past the appointed time, and with no sign of the CEO, the job candidate rose from his chair in disgust and walked out the door. And thus my client lost the one person available who was, in the opinion of his high-priced search professional, perfect for the job. Why did my client lose Mr. Right? Because like too many CEOs—and general managers of engineering, vice presidents of sales, directors of marketing, and managers of whatever with hiring responsibility—he had not committed his brain, his heart, and the future of his company to what I call the Talent Principle:

			The company with the best people thrives.

			
What about the best product? What about marketing or sales? Strategic thinking? What about all those wizard business models coming out of the B-schools? They do not drive business. Talent does. In fact, there is no such thing as “sales” or “marketing” or even “product” without people. If, for example, you have a marketing problem in your company, then my advice would be to hire a more talented person to run the marketing department. The real art of building a successful company is to bring together so much talent that no one would want to work anyplace else, and that those who do will want to be part of your winning team. I would even go so far as to argue that you can build a major career in business simply by surrounding yourself with the best people you can find. Talent will draw more talent. It is the kind of virtuous circle you want in your career and your company at every level, from CEO right down the pyramid. If you are at the beginning of your career, attach yourself to the best people in your company; find mentors. If you’re already in a position of power, recruit the best people you can possibly find and keep them at your side. If you hire talented lieutenants, they’ll tell you what to do. All you have to do is listen. It’s that simple.


			
Finding all those talented people is a bit more difficult. So is interviewing for talent and persuading the best people that their future is with you. The most difficult challenge of all can be to keep the great talent you have from accepting another job offer. How do you get the best people and keep them? How do you create a career so that you will be identified as “talent”?


			You have to learn to think like a headhunter.

			
That is the goal of this book. If I can help some of the most successful companies in the world find the smartest, most creative, and hardest-working talent available, then I think I can help you, too. In 1980, I founded Christian & Timbers, the first search firm specializing in information technology. Our work has affected thousands of companies, ranging from such Fortune 50 legends as IBM, Microsoft, and Apple Computer to such Internet and e-commerce pioneers as Lycos, Netscape, Cisco, Amazon, and Yahoo. When Hewlett-Packard’s chairman, president, and CEO, Lew Platt, decided in 1999 to replace himself, HP chose us to do the search. I brought them one of Lucent’s rising stars, Carly Fiorina, who as HP’s new president and CEO has injected new life into one of America’s great companies. Today, Christian & Timbers is one of the top ten search firms in the nation, with thirty partners and fourteen offices in the United States, Canada, and Europe. It has been a great ride, fueled partly, of course, by one of the most impressive economic booms in U.S. history. But my company—and my competitors in the executive search industry—have also benefited from what I believe is one of the most profound constants in the marketplace:


			There is always a talent shortage.

			
At no time in history has this been truer than today, when every top company in the world finds itself competing for talent. Forget the hype about the “New Economy,” the “Internet Economy,” and the “New New Economy.” You cannot even be distracted by an economy in recession. We are operating in a Talent Economy, where only companies who hire the best people will thrive.

			
				THE WORLD WAR FOR TALENT

				
In the 1960s only 9 percent of new chief executives came from outside the company; today upwards of 40 percent of new CEOs are recruited from elsewhere. Meanwhile, the pool of executives qualified for top management positions has actually been drying up. In 1999, Fortune reported that Silicon Valley “has been short of talent for a decade or more, but there’s evidence the problem is getting more desperate and far-reaching than ever.” The magazine pointed to five hundred vacant high-tech CEO positions in the Valley alone and cited a study that concluded that so many empty top jobs cost companies in the area upwards of $4 billion annually in lost opportunities and productivity. Even after the Internet bubble burst on Wall Street in April 2000 and the NASDAQ lost 65 percent of its value, the talent crunch persisted. High-flying companies had suddenly crashed to earth. Those that were still alive needed intensive care. But the kind of leader who can revive sick companies is rare in the best of times. Suddenly, “turnaround CEOs” were in high demand. Early-stage companies that had been looking for CEOs now wanted COOs with proven skills in running a business day-to-day whom they could groom for the CEO spot. Top companies surveyed the wreckage of the dot-coms and snapped up the best managers, many of whom found themselves hotly pursued by more traditional firms desperate for Internet expertise as well as what wisdom they might have picked up watching their start-ups or early-stage companies imploding. New companies reacquainting themselves with the old saying in business that “Nothing happens until something is sold” were searching for vice presidents of sales. Every company seemed eager to cut costs and wanted an experienced chief financial officer to do it. Particularly hot were CFOs with international experience. Technology is now a global business, and U.S. companies with the financial talent to manage money worldwide will have an edge on their competition. In interviews with one hundred senior managers of Fortune 500 and venture-backed companies about their future hiring needs, Christian & Timbers also found out that with Europeans discovering the joys of instant messaging and Americans trying to download the entire Internet into the palm of their hand, the need for management talent in the wireless space had not abated. Fiber optics companies still racing to create the perfect fiber optics switch were scouting for talented engineers—and would be for the next decade, the best guess for when the new networks would be in place. Software programmers are still in demand, and there remains a shortage of good computer engineers.

				
Nor has the talent crunch been limited only to technology. By mid-2000, the requests for top executives in the biotechnology sector were already up 300 percent over the previous year, according to search-industry surveys; analysts were predicting the biotech business to grow annually by 20 percent over the next decade. Healthcare is wide-open for talent. Hospitals report one of the highest rates of job growth in the nation. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, nurses, health technicians, and researchers are among the top five professions with the largest job growth and persistent need—right up there with the high demand for computer scientists. The aging of the Baby Boomers is likely to keep the employment opportunities in the healthcare and life sciences professions recession-proof. The number of law graduates has not budged in recent years, which has put smart, young lawyers at a premium. (Our hiring study in the first quarter of 2001 revealed a major shortage of bankruptcy attorneys—not surprising considering that the economy was on the verge of recession.) Financial services companies are also competing for young talent. Even major consulting companies such as McKinsey, Bain, and Booz-Allen, which used to have their pick of the best graduates of the best business schools, have had to sweeten compensation for young associates, as well as for partners who find themselves tempted to fill some of those CEO vacancies around the country.


				
Today’s top executives must be more qualified than ever before. Leaders in the biotech industry, for example, have traditionally had scientific backgrounds, M.D.s, and Ph.D.s. But to make it at the top of biotech in the future will require an understanding of the technology driving scientific development, along with regulatory policy, not to mention the ability to convince venture-capital firms and other investors that you have the skills to take a start-up or early-stage company to $500 million in a flash. Executives with all these skills are rare. Even the utility sector is scrambling for talent. Deprived of their captive markets by deregulation, utilities have been forced to consolidate and restructure. Suddenly, they have to become real businesses and compete for customers, which requires the kind of marketing talent that utility executives never needed. Sixty-five percent of recent hires came from outside the utilities industry—the same people every other industry in America is after.


				
U.S. companies are not alone in their scramble for talent. As I write, the business press is full of stories about how the talent crunch has spread abroad. In Europe, where opposition to immigration has been a divisive political issue for decades, governments are trying to figure out how to bring in more workers to fill jobs. In March 2000, the British Chancellor of the Exchequer proposed to relax rules on hiring skilled foreign nationals. The German leader, Gerhard Schroeder, provoked a national debate when he proposed lifting visa restrictions to allow software experts from India and elsewhere to work in Germany. Young Europeans, savvier than ever about managing their careers, know that mobility works to their advantage. Why limit a career to your native country when corporations throughout the European Union are scouting for the best people? To keep their talent, European corporations are employing methods that only a few years ago were viewed as evidence of non-European (read “American”) greediness—namely, stock options. At stake, argue European analysts, is the continent’s economic growth. According to a 2000 study commissioned by Microsoft Europe and published by International Data Corporation, European demand for skilled professionals in telecommunications and computers over the next three years could outstrip supply by 13 percent.


				
Ireland is already literally begging for talent. In the late 1980s, the tiny country of 3.6 million was in an economic depression with 18 percent unemployment and 20 percent inflation, watching 45,000 people a year emigrate to find work. In 2001–2002, Ireland was boasting the fastest-growing economy in Europe (and the seventh most competitive in the world). Desperate for talent at every level of business, the Irish government has created a “Department for Enterprise, Trade and Employment,” which during the past year has held job fairs in Prague, Berlin, Hannover, Birmingham, Liverpool, Bombay, Newfoundland, Moscow, and New York.


				
It seems that every business in the world needs talent. Yesterday. And the reason is very simple: demographics. As the fabled Baby Boomers move into the final stage of their careers, there are simply fewer twenty-five-to-thirty-nine-year-olds to replace them. While the U.S. economy has doubled over the past thirty years, the birth-rate has dropped by 24 percent. Assuming that the economy grows a mere 2 percent a year for the next fifteen years, the international search firm Spencer Stuart has projected that the demand for managers will increase by a third, while Americans in the prime of their careers—thirty-five to forty-four years old—will decline by 15 percent. The demographics are no more promising in the rest of the world. Several social factors are also in play worldwide: managers are moving from company to company more often; two-career couples are less eager to move to another part of the country (or world); and young managers are more impatient about moving up the ladder. That is why the leaders of the best companies in the world and the venture capitalists investing in the best companies of the future spend most of their time recruiting talent. “In a knowledge-based world economy, the most competitive nations have to be attractive to the best people,” says Stephane Garelli, the director of the World Competitiveness Project 2001, an organization that rates the economies of forty-nine countries, using data from international and regional organizations. (The United States remains the number-one most competitive country.)


			

			
				IF JACK WELCH WAS OBSESSED WITH TALENT, SHOULDN’T YOU BE, TOO?

				
The most exceptional business leaders seem to have an appreciation for the power of talent built into their DNA. I would argue that at any time in history the best companies have been the ones most focused on talent. Why did General Motors or Ford survive while Studebaker and American Motors bite the dust? Talent. Why did John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil monopolize the energy business rather than the thousands of other oil refineries around the country? Talent. Why were IBM and General Electric legendary American companies before Jack Welch and Lew Gerstner were even born? Talent.


				
Neither Ford nor Rockefeller—nor the founders of IBM and GE—needed any studies to convince them of the importance of talent. But many of my clients need to be persuaded. Finally, studies of the effects of talent on a company’s productivity and profits have been done, and—surprise—they have confirmed what the great business leaders already know in their gut: the difference between making things happen in the marketplace and fading into oblivion is talent. After spending three years researching the relationship between talent management and financial performance in fifty-six large and successful companies—thirty-five of them with over $1 billion in revenue—McKinsey & Company found that talented managers generated “enormous value” for their employers. According to the McKinsey research, a company’s best performers—what McKinsey calls the “A players”—are 50 to 100 percent more productive than average performers or underperformers. Comparing performance in three companies in different industries, the study found that the best account executives in a financial services company grew revenue by 52 percent, top service center managers in an industrial services company grew profits 82 percent, and the most successful plant managers in a manufacturing company increased revenue an eye-popping 129 percent. The productivity of average or underperformers in those same companies was barely noticeable. McKinsey recommended paying to keep top performers. “Even if you pay an ‘A’ player 40 percent more to retain him/her,” the report concluded, “your investment yields a 300 percent one year return on investment.”


				
Bill Gates and Jack Welch did not need to commission McKinsey to tell them that talent pays. While competitors are shopping for a new Gulfstream jet or romancing the writer from Fortune, Bill Gates is on a recruiting trip. From the beginning, he has relied on a small group of engineers to help him design Microsoft’s products and the strategies to get them to market. Gates realized that if he was going to compete with Apple, he would have to hire programmers as good as Apple’s. They didn’t exist, so he hired away some of Apple’s best people. Twenty years ago, Gates lured away the computer visionary Charles Simonyi, who helped Microsoft bury the competition. As the key members of his brain trust have burnt out or departed to enjoy the millions they made in Microsoft stock, Gates was always on the prowl for replacements. In 1992, he flew to New York to recruit Craig Mundie, a computer scientist who had developed the operating system for a Data General minicomputer. Two years later, he signed on Paul Flessner, another computer scientist who had managed large corporate computer systems and who had been an outspoken critic of Microsoft’s software. Mundie ended up running the company’s consumer products division, developing the Windows CE operating system, the Handheld, Pocket, and Auto PCs; he was also involved in the acquisition of WebTV. Mundie is now working full time as Gates’s prime strategist for reinventing the company. Flessner has refocused the company on quality control, transforming Microsoft’s fifty-million-dollar database division into a billion-dollar operation. As Flessner quickly won a reputation as a manager who not only knew what he was doing but was also brilliant at motivating a diverse team of computer scientists with egos bigger than their stock options, software developers quit IBM and Tandem to work for him. I myself have been chewed up by the Gates recruiting machine. In 1997, when my company was in the middle of a search for Borland Software, Microsoft offered Borland’s top two programmers million-dollar signing bonuses plus vast stock options to move to Microsoft’s headquarters in Redmond, Washington.

				
Gates has been known to spend 50 percent of his time getting on a plane to interview and recruit talent. Jack Welch said he devoted more than 50 percent of his time to building the best management teams throughout the GE empire. “Our true ‘core competency’ today is not manufacturing or services, but the global recruiting and nurturing of the world’s best people,” Welch said in the GE annual report just before he retired. “By finding, challenging and rewarding these people, by freeing them from bureaucracy, by giving them all the resources they need—and by simply getting out of their way—we have seen them make us better every year.”


				
No wonder GE was number one on Fortune’s list of “most admired” companies in the world. Microsoft was number three. The number two company was Cisco, whose CEO, John Chambers, has dealt with the talent threat from competitors in the same way John D. Rockefeller outmaneuvered competing oil refineries: he buys their companies—twenty-two alone in 2000. “When we acquire, all I’m acquiring is people and next-generation products,” Chambers has explained. “I pay between $20,000 and $20 million per employee for a firm. If I lose those people, I’m in trouble.” The toughest companies for headhunters to recruit from in the 1990s? Cisco, Microsoft, and GE. I would also add Intel, Wal-Mart, and Dell—numbers four, five, and seven on Fortune’s Global Most Admired list. It is also worth noting that the primary criterion for qualifying for the Fortune’s list was “quality of management.” (Another main measure was “ability to attract, develop, and retain talent.”)

			

			
				THE VCs BET THEIR MONEY ON—TALENT

				
Ten years ago, when venture capitalists raised money for what they were betting was a $10 million company, they would expect to take it public at $100 million in seven years and after four consecutive quarters of profitability. That was the formula. A founding entrepreneur had the opportunity to run the company for years before the VCs would step in and demand new leadership. In the late 1990s, however, as the Internet sped up the way everyone did business, the values of companies also rose faster. Year-old companies with no profits were routinely going public. More astounding, the venture guys began expecting that they could get that $100 million valuation, take the company public, and then expect a billion-dollar cap—within twelve months of start-up! With that kind of money at stake, it’s no wonder that the first thing the VCs did after putting together the pre-IPO financing of a new company was to call their headhunter.

				
John Doerr, one of the world’s top venture capitalists and a general partner with Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield & Byers, the VC firm founded in 1972 that helped finance Silicon Valley, has said he spends “120 percent” of his time recruiting the leadership for the companies he bankrolls. Working with Doerr, I have called him on his cell phone on a Sunday morning, catching him on the church steps. He even sounded happy to hear from me. Venture capitalists no longer see themselves as mere money guys but as “company builders.” They not only serve on the boards of the firms they invest in, they are also inclined to handpick the CEO and top management and then stay involved in the company as an informal consultant.


				Red Herring magazine recently put Vinod Khosla on the cover with the banner “The No. 1 VC on the Planet.” One of the founders of Sun Microsystems and now a general partner at Kleiner, Perkins, the forty-six-year-old Khosla has helped create forty companies that have produced a total market value of $150 billion. In 1996, he put together a small optical networking company that made a box the size of a microwave that could transfer four million telephone calls per second from old copper lines onto speedier fiber-optic cables. Khosla invested $8 million for a 30 percent stake of the company. Three years later, Cisco bought the company—Cerent—for $8 billion, increasing Khosla’s investment 300 times, to $2.4 billion! The success of Juniper Networks, the Internet router company he also helped launch, quickly turned Khosla’s $3 million investment into $4.3 billion. Only John Doerr has created more multibillion-dollar companies. According to Red Herring, “many believe Mr. Khosla is to venture capital what Michael Jordan is to basketball or Gary Kasparov to chess.” Count me among Vinod Khosla’s biggest fans. But the Red Herring cover story neglected what I think is one of the main reasons for Khosla’s success: He’s the best recruiter of talent I have ever seen. Khosla not only invests in companies, he also sits in as the interim CEO and works flat out to find the right person to run the company along with a talented management team. Recently, I have worked on three CEO searches with him, and I was amazed by his commitment to finding the right person for the job. “The right leadership and ‘gene pool’ is the most important thing to a company’s success,” Khosla explained. “The CEO’s thirst for talent and his salesmanship in recruiting talent and building teams are key to determining the future of the company.” Vinod Khosla is such a natural-born headhunter that even if I could bottle his skills and feed them to the best recruiters in my firm, I doubt I could create his equal.

				
Fortunately, venture firms can’t clone Khosla (or Doerr), which means they have to hire people like me to help them recruit talent. Some firms have gone one step further. Two years after the venture-capital firm Benchmark set up shop in 1995 in an office park on Sand Hill Road in Menlo Park, California, the VC row of Silicon Valley, one of its first decisions was to offer a partnership to David Beirne, the young founder of Ramsey Beirne, a New York search firm that Bill Gates liked to work with. When John Doerr (Kleiner, Perkins is also a resident of Sand Hill Road) heard that the new kids on the block had made an offer to Beirne, he made a counteroffer. Beirne decided that he would have more influence at an upstart firm, which, as it happened, made its first investment in a start-up on-line auction company called eBay. The company grew, went public, and the rest is Wall Street history. Within two years, eBay was valued at more than $21 billion. Benchmark’s $6.7 million investment had increased by 100,000 percent, making it Silicon Valley’s best-performing venture investment ever. Such astounding successes require great and revolutionary ideas. Of course. But no great idea can become a great company without finding what Beirne likes to call “The Guy”—an A manager who hires A managers. (Let me quickly add that today “The Guy” is often a woman. Talent is not limited by gender.)


				
The difference in companies is always related to talent. As a headhunter, my primary measure for a great manager is his or her attitude toward hiring talent. I agree absolutely with something Vinod Khosla told me recently. “In most situations,” he said, “I would pick a person who has a thirst for great teams, is a great recruiter and a team leader over someone with great financial or marketing skills, industry knowledge or deep technical strength.” One measure of how important A players are is what happens to companies that lose their talent.


			

			
				LOSE YOUR TALENT—LOSE YOUR EDGE

				
That was certainly the story of the Digital Equipment Corporation, which in the early 1980s was the second-largest computer company in the world and poised to grab a huge share of the new personal computer business. Trouble was, Digital’s founder and CEO, Ken Olsen, didn’t believe PCs had a future. “Personal computers?” he once said. “They’re great—and everyone will have one in their closet.” His top managers begged to disagree, but Olsen was the boss (and not one inclined to share power). So Digital’s talent began walking out the door—to help Apple, Microsoft, and Dell change the world. Digital soon became a formerly great American company. And when too many of Apple’s most creative minds and managers went to Dell, Compaq, and Microsoft, so did a large pile of that company’s revenue (and shareholder value). Motorola began to leak talent, and stalled; so did Xerox. But when you analyze the great companies, the perennial best companies in America, you will notice that their top managers have spent most of their careers there. Good people never left IBM; same with Intel, Cisco, and Microsoft. The three men in line for Jack Welch’s job as CEO of General Electric had been with the company for eighteen years each, having risen through the ranks to run several major divisions of GE.


				
So why do so many CEOs and other top managers with hiring responsibility act as if the best talent in the world is eager to be left sitting in their reception areas? One main reason: they do not understand how important talent is to building their businesses, or even their own careers. I have made it my mission in life to convince corporate executives and their boards how crucial talent is to success in business, and they tend to nod: yes, of course, they understand my point—talent, talent, talent. They then proceed to high-hat the very people they should be romancing and end up hiring someone for all the wrong reasons. Traditionally, managers at every level have left hiring up to underlings or their brother-in-law in a cubicle downstairs labeled “Personnel.” These days the department has the more New Agey title of “Human Resources,” but for too many companies, their commitment to talent has not changed. In 1999, Watson Wyatt, an employment consulting firm, surveyed 551 large U.S. companies and found that 45 percent had no formal recruiting strategy. In my experience, that’s an optimistic number. Such a careless attitude toward talent among so many CEOs is the most frustrating part of my job. But I am inclined to sympathize—mainly because I used to be just as slapdash about my own company’s hiring practices. I spent fifteen years trying to build my own recruiting firm without spending enough time recruiting my own talent. Like most entrepreneurs, I was spending 100 percent of my time (and 150 percent of my marriage) trying to keep my company above water, trying to meet the payroll. Even when things were going great, I was working nonstop to boost the company to the next level. Who had time to fly off and romance new employees? But I kept running into one obstacle after another—until I realized that the solution to every one of those problems was people. I am now part of a very successful company. I think I can help you to become more successful—not because I did everything right but because I did everything wrong when it came to hiring and creating a productive working environment. If my infant company had been a real baby, I would have been indicted for child neglect.


			

			
				THE EDUCATION OF A HEADHUNTER

				
I was twenty-three years old and engaged to be married, and while my future in-laws seemed to be well disposed toward me, they certainly had reason to be concerned: I was unemployed. Nor did I have a sterling résumé. In fact, my formal education was stalled in the eighth grade. It’s not that I lacked ambition; it’s just that my ambition during the 1970s was to be different, and at that I was a success, to my parent’s dismay. I gave up meat, I practiced Tai Chi, I learned to meditate. I was also inclined to big ideas—a bit bigger, perhaps, than I was ready to chew. I had already tried to start a natural food business. (The right idea at the right time, but definitely the wrong location. No traffic. Very depressing. Folded.) By my late teens, I managed to take some courses and get into nearby John Carroll University. But, for financial reasons, I also had to work. I sold mopeds, and I sold airtime for a local radio station. I had just spent the summer working for an uncle in the aluminum foil conversion business. I had even considered being an actor.


				
On the verge of marriage, I was finally ready to get serious about the future. I wanted to be an entrepreneur. My plan was to work for my father, who owned a small employment agency. I had this idea of franchising his company and growing it to a thousand offices around the country. Trouble was, my dad didn’t like that idea. He didn’t even like the idea of me working for him, at least not right away. He thought that if I was serious (or maybe to prove that I was) I should go to work for a competitor or a recruiting firm and learn the employment business.


				
In 1979, I got a job at R.F. Timbers & Company, a Cleveland search firm that worked both on a retainer and a contingency basis. I shared an office not much bigger than a closet with a guy named Max who drank fifty cups of coffee a day and smoked about a hundred cigarettes. My boss, Dick Timbers, liked people to specialize—someone to handle recruiting for manufacturing firms, someone else to cover financial services or retail, and so on. I was given chemicals and plastics. I was also given a big notepad, the Yellow Pages, and a telephone. That was it. No training program, no manual, no mentor. And I certainly had no network of executives—in any business, never mind plastics or chemicals.

				
I did what I had to do. I grabbed the phone and started calling around. I had never been particularly shy. As a middle-class midwestern kid, I had grown up around a wide range of people, from the business types moving through my father’s office, where I helped out on Saturdays, to the actors, artists, writers, social activists, and various hangers-on in the bohemian circles my mother traveled in. She worked for a Cleveland newspaper and was the assistant editor of World Publishing Company, but her passion was the theater. She directed and acted in regional theater, and as a little kid I hung around backstage, taking in the sights. I met actors, jazz musicians, motorcycle guys, cops, poets, rock-and-rollers, Black Nationalists, and civil rights activists. I remember going with my mother to a “Ban the Bomb” demonstration when I was in kindergarten. I became a people-watcher, and there was plenty to watch—and watch out for. There were people who enjoyed being around the passion of artists, actors, and civil rights activists, and then there were those whose passion was ripping them off. My mother was a beautiful and compassionate woman, but she didn’t always know the difference between the good guys and the scam artists. I quickly learned to distinguish between the two. As distracted as I might have been from my formal studies, I was a devoted student of people, and that turned out to be invaluable training for a young, ambitious headhunter.


				
I connected easily with people, even over the phone, and my BS-detector was already operating at high frequency. I, too, tended to get passionate about whatever project I was working on, and I quickly discovered that people responded favorably to enthusiasm. And I did a lot of reading. I plowed through every book I could find on sales, marketing, and leadership. I soon realized that companies were always looking for new people and new solutions to their problems. Any headhunter who could listen to the client, provide insight about the company to the candidate, push back on both sides, and close the deal could make an impression. I started hunting for an edge on the competition. My father had specialized in recruiting for the insurance industry, turning himself into an expert on benefits and compensation. What could my expertise be? I found it in a magazine reference to recent advances in “robotics.” My mind began racing: maybe this was the birth of a new industry—intelligent robots building things. And who better to staff it than an avid science-fiction reader who already knew all about robots from books by Isaac Asimov? I began researching the automation business. I telephoned all the major players, who, I was surprised to find out, had been waiting for someone like me to call and help fill the vacancies they had at their companies.


				
I was having a lot of fun, and making some money; but there was one problem: I had to decide whether to stay in college and finish my degree or become the entrepreneur I had dreamed about being. I persuaded Dick Timbers to let me spin myself off into a separate operation with his financial backing and build the first firm to specialize in filling positions in the technology industry, which I discovered was remarkably underserviced by the big search firms. Unlike Timbers, I didn’t think a search company could be credible working for some clients on a contingency basis and others on retainer; besides, the major firms did retained work, and I was looking to be major. Within eight months, I bought him out and in 1980 launched Christian & Timbers—myself, another headhunter, and an administrative assistant.


				
I was the greenest CEO in America. But I was also making money, thanks to a booming economy. While the Age of Robotics did not happen, the personal computer revolution did, and we had established ourselves as experts in technology. Computer and related businesses hired us to find them senior engineers, project managers, and directors—fast. To help me handle the increased workload, I began hiring people who were no more experienced as headhunters or in technology than their CEO, who was now pushing twenty-five. If someone in a decent suit with a flash of intelligence in his eyes walked in looking for a job, I hired him. It didn’t seem to matter. We were not exactly searching for the next Steve Jobs. Sure, we were doing retained work, but at the low end. Our clients had positions to be filled, and all we were required to do was to find someone who had done the job before or had the appropriate academic credentials. We left the serious interviewing and evaluating of candidates to the company, which was a good thing because my colleagues and I had no idea what made a good senior engineer or project manager, never mind a great one. We soon had a staff of twenty-five. Christian & Timbers was thriving.

				
But I had a lot to learn. Intellectually, I knew that having smart, talented people around me was crucial to proving to clients that we were ready to do bigger searches. Watching my mother work in the theater had alerted me to the difference talent could make in a play; and my father had advised me to find the best people possible for my clients, and various clients told me that hiring talented people was key to their growth. Practically, however, I was working like a coal miner to meet the payroll every week. Even if I could devote more time to recruiting for my own company, I was not really sure what kind of people I should be looking for. What was the measure of a good headhunter? I had no idea. I wasn’t even sure how talented I was. Occasionally I would force myself to get on the phone to someone who was working for a major search firm and offer him a job. I would tell them how great we were doing, how fast we were going to grow, that we were going to be major, man—and they thought I was out of my mind. This twenty-something kid in Cleveland who had never filled a job higher than middle management predicting that it was just a matter of time before his little company would be a major player in high-level searches in the technology business? To say I was met with
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