
Authors James Womack 

and Daniel Jones have 

been well-read propo-

nents of the theories and 

practices of “lean manu-

facturing” and “lean op-

erations.” In their most 

recent book, Lean Solu-

tions: How Companies 

and Customers Can 

Create Value and 

Wealth Together, they 

carry their analysis of the 

concept further suggest-

ing  “good business starts 

with the customer.” While 

that’s a difficult concept 

to argue against, each 

time they provide exam-

ples of what they mean, 

they inevitably come 

back to the person 

(employee) who talks to 

the customer. 

They identify a list of 

things customers want a 

business to do for them: 

 Solve problems com-

pletely 

 Don’t waste my time 

 Provide exactly what 

I want 

 Deliver value where I 

want it 

 Supply value when I 

want it 

 Cut the number of 

decisions I must 

make to solve my 

problems. 

Each of those things, ulti-

mately, depends on a 

very good match between 

the person representing 

the business and the job 

he or she is trying to ac-

complish. For example, 

they suggest so-called 
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The lead story in this 

edition considers ideas 

about making busi-

nesses more success-

ful. Like many other 

“process-focused” ap-

proaches, though, it 

would benefit from in-

creased attention to 

people, and their “fit” to 

their jobs.         —Editor 

“help desks” are a place 

where few or none of the 

items on the customer’s 

wish list commonly occur. 

(Help desks seldom solve 

problems completely. 

They inevitably waste 

huge amounts of time, as 

an underqualified  em-

ployee runs through a 

mandated, computer-

generated hierarchy of 

possible solutions eventu-

ally turning the customer 

over to a [presumably] 

more qualified employee 

who applies greater 

knowledge to the problem 

ad infinitum…) The solu-

tion, according to the au-

thors: “...put knowledge-

able people on help desks 

to solve problems faster 

and better.” We would 

add: be sure the knowl-

edgeable person commu-

nicates well at the level of 

the customer, is persis-

tent, has a high degree of 

tact, and has a genuine 

interest in helping people. 

In other words...Job Fit. 

Apply the concept to 

health care. Instead of 

having patients talk to a 

receptionist to schedule 

an appointment, put them 

in touch with a knowl-

edgeable professional 

who can do a more appro-

priate job of scheduling, 

and who can cut out un-

necessary preliminary 

appointments and de-

crease the hated waiting 

time before treatment. We 

would add that this profes-

sional should have good 

communication skills, high 

objective judgment, interest 

in people service, moderate 

assertiveness…Job Fit. 

While the authors suggest  

we may need a whole new 

set of industries to, essen-

tially, outsource business 

logistics, by building lean 

organizations to deliver 

these services, we would 

argue against the idea. It’s 

a red herring.  Existing or-

ganizations could provide 

what we would call “lean 

customer service,” if they 

are conscientious in match-

ing service providers with 

the jobs they perform. In the 

process, more efficient and 

valuable service could be 

provided by fewer people 

who do a better job. My 

goodness, we could even 

pay service providers more, 

if they were more effective 

and the job required fewer 

employees! Every level of 

service delivery presents 

this opportunity, as well as 

a wide range of living exam-

ples of excellent perform-

ance—models who  

Fit the Job! 
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According to Business In-

surance, as quoted in 

Workforce Week, “...job 

candidates and employees 

can now choose from more 

than 400 products to help 

them cheat on drug tests…” 

For employers, that may 

shift worries from the con-

sequences of “false posi-

tives” to the more destruc-

tive error potential of “false 

negatives,” and erode what 

may be a false sense of 

security for those relying on 

pre-hire drug tests. More 

employers are now consid-

ering pre-hire screening 

with “honesty-integrity” 

tests which include sub-

stance abuse attitudes in 

their scores. 
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quality of work suffers? In 

a staff meeting, are we 

likely to hear important 

ideas offered freely, or will 

we need to encourage, or 

even insist on participation 

to find out what he or she 

is thinking? Will plans be 

accepted too freely be-

cause this person’s expec-

tations are that “things will 

all work out OK?” 

Our hypothetical manager 

might pay attention to a 

worker’s occupational in-

terests, too. Top perform-

ance rarely accompanies 

disinterest. 

Identification of these, and 

similar characteristics, can 

be accomplished with diffi-

culty and a great invest-

ment of time by managers 

willing to pursue the matter 

long-term in close contact 

with a worker. But most 

managers don’t have that 

kind of time to invest, even 

if they possess the skills to 

accurately appraise all 

these things. A valid and 

reliable whole-person as-

sessment, however, can 

give a very accurate pic-

ture of this type of informa-

tion in a very short time. 

Are you managing cus-

tomer service? Would it be 

useful to know the em-

ployee’s characteristics 

regarding trust, tact, con-

scientiousness and flexibil-

ity? A well-designed as-

sessment can identify 

these characteristics effi-

ciently. Does your sales 

force need persistence 

and a high energy level to 

succeed? An assessment 

can help you identify the 

extent to which each of 

your people possess these 

characteristics, and per-

haps help you compensate 

for weaknesses with sys-

tems and support. 

Viewed objectively, the 

dilemma of “understanding 

the people you manage” is 

nearly impossible with sim-

ple, biased, one-person 

observation...but very solv-

able with a combination of 

valid and reliable assess-

ment tools. Managers who 

take this challenge to heart 

will be well-served by in-

vestigating the broad array 

of assessments available, 

determining the appropri-

ateness of these tools to 

their own responsibilities, 

and then weighing the very 

high returns on investment 

available in proper use of 

good assessments. 

Good information, in the 

hands of a manager also 

invested in interacting with 

his/her people and learn-

ing by observation, may 

well make possible Buck-

ingham’s elusive goal 

where everyone wins. 

“…most 

managers are not 

likely to know 

exactly what to do 

with this advice: 

“To identify a 

person's 

strengths, first 

ask, ‘What was 

the best day at 

work you've had 

in the past three 

months?’" 
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Writing in last spring’s 

Working Knowledge, a 

publication of the Harvard 

Business School, Marcus 

Buckingham asserted, 

“Average managers treat 

all their employees the 

same. Great managers 

discover each individual's 

unique talents and bring 

these to the surface so 

everyone wins.” 

Many managers in North 

American business circles 

would probably agree. 

While Buckingham’s cre-

dentials are impeccable, 

and his research with the 

Gallup organization is 

based on very large sam-

ples in real-world settings, 

his recommendations are 

sometimes a bit general, 

and therefore limited in util-

ity. For example, most 

managers are not likely to 

know exactly what to do 

with this advice: “To iden-

tify a person's strengths, 

first ask, ‘What was the 

best day at work you've 

had in the past three 

months?"’  Interpretations 

of the answers to this ques-

tion are probably as varied 

as the managers who ask 

it!  Fortunately, many more 

specific tools are available 

to help a manager discover 

each individual’s unique 

talents. For example, most 

managers would be likely 

to benefit from knowledge 

of the individual’s cognitive 

style: does this person 

learn quickly and accu-

rately with little repetition, 

or should information be 

metered out, repeated, and 

practiced to ensure  it’s 

understood? It would be 

beneficial to know some-

thing about several impor-

tant behavioral traits: how 

long can this person work 

without a break, before 
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Predicted return 

on investment 

for the next 

year’s 

assessment 

program is in 

the range of 

2000 percent, 

based on 

annual 

assessment 

costs of $6,000. 

ran very high. Only 28 per-

cent of those hired were 

still employed 90 days after 

hire, about their usual fail-

ure rate. 

The question is how do the 

SOSII scores relate to suc-

cess or failure and what 

cutoff, if any, could help 

attack the problem? The 

use of cutoff scores is al-

most always a two-edged 

sword. If you set the cutoff 

too high, jobs will go un-

filled; set it too low, the 

problem will not be suffi-

ciently reduced. 

Careful analysis of the 

data, as reflected in the 

tables below, resulted in a 

decision to apply a cutoff 

score at the level of “no 

scale score below four.” 

Based on clearly job-

related data, and in pursuit 

of the legitimate goal of 

reducing early hire failures, 

application of this cutoff is 

expected to reduce involun-

tary early hire failure by 

approximately 35 percent 

and reduce voluntary early 

hire failure by about half as 

much, while only eliminat-

ing approximately 15 per-

cent of the candidates sta-

tistically predicted likely to 

stay employed beyond 90 

days.  

Predicted return on invest-

ment for the next year’s 

assessment program is in 

the range of 2000 percent, 

based on annual assess-

ment costs of $6,000. 
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If you read the Department 

of Labor’s (DOL) guidance 

in the area of “Processing 

Test Results to Make Em-

ployment Decisions” (page 

76 in their Guide to Testing 

and Assessment), it will 

become clear that the abil-

ity to prove the relationship 

between a cutoff score on 

an assessment and suc-

cess on the job is a primary 

concern. The actual guid-

ance goes like this: “a cut-

off score is the minimum 

score that a candidate 

must have to qualify for a 

position. Employers gener-

ally set the cut-off score at 

a level which they deter-

mine is directly related to 

job success. Candidates 

who score below this cut-

off generally are not con-

sidered for selection.” 

How, then, do you make 

your case for job-

relatedness in the area of 

pre-employment screening 

assessments?” Elsewhere 

in the DOL guide, under 

the heading of “Situations 

in Which an Organization 

May Benefit From Testing,” 

they include “high em-

ployee turnover or absen-

teeism.” 

The following case study 

shows how a manufacturer 

of heavy construction sup-

plies collected data, ana-

lyzed hire failures leading 

to unacceptably high turn-

over and provided strong 

justification for using a cut-

off score approach to help-

ing eliminate candidates 

who were unlikely to suc-

ceed on the job long-term. 

The prescreening instru-

ment used was the Step 

One Survey II

TM 

(SOSII), 

an honesty-integrity meas-

ure that includes a distor-

tion scale, that has been 

tested and found to meet 

the DOL’s recommended 

levels for validity and reli-

ability and that has also 

been tested for disparate 

impact on protected 

groups. 

Over a period of 10 

months, the company pro-

vided the assessment to 

321 candidates in their 

normal hiring process. 

Eventually,122 candidates 

were hired, based on their 

application, experience, 

reference checks and in-

terview. The hiring team 

had access to the SOSII 

reports, but did not utilize 

a cutoff score approach. 

Data was subsequently 

collected on the hired em-

ployees; hire date, termi-

nation date if they left em-

ployment, reasons for ter-

minations and whether 

termination was voluntary 

or involuntary. (As previ-

ous articles in this publica-

tion have documented, 

involuntary terminations 

are much more expensive 

for  employers, on aver-

age, than voluntary termi-

nations.) 

It came as no surprise to 

the employer, hire failures 
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Factors Considered in Setting Job-related Cutoff Criterion 

Over the entire study period, predicted effects: 

If no hires with a scale score < 4, 33% less involuntary terminations. 

If no hires with a scale score < 4, 18% less voluntary terminations. 

If no hires with a scale score < 4, 22% still working would not be hired. 

 

Considering the 90-day failure/success point: 

Of the 27 people still employed beyond 90 days, only 4 (15%) scored <4. 

Of the 39 people who failed voluntarily in < 90 days, 10 (26%) had a score <4. 

Of the 17 people who failed involuntarily in < 90 days, 6 (35%) had a score <4. 

Faced with the reality of a 

shrinking workforce over 

the next decade, more at-

tention is being focused on 

retaining the employees 

already in place. “It's going 

to be harder to replace 

your employees than it will 

be to keep them," said Ar-

thur Papas, co-founder 

and CEO of Bullhorn Inc. 

quoted in the Boston 

R

R

ETENTION

ETENTION

 G

 G

AINS

AINS

 I

 I

MPORTANCE

MPORTANCE

 A

 A

S

S

 W

 W

ORKFORCE

ORKFORCE

 S

 S

HRINKS

HRINKS

 

 

Business Journal. A 

natural consequence of 

focusing on retention, 

keeping workers at work 

beyond conventional 

“retirement age” is increas-

ingly palatable. These 

trends will accelerate as 

baby boomers leave the 

workforce and retention 

will become the focus of 

more business initiatives 


