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work because we tried one. O u r experience in Aarhus taught us that 

sometimes it makes more sense to hire a team on their terms than 

on your own. 

But if you already know how to find people, how do you figure 

out exactly which ones to hire and which to pass on? In the next 

chapter, I'll explain why it's so hard to make a great hir ing decision 

and tell the story of how a hundred years of science and a few good 

hunches led to our unique hiring system. 

WORK RULES. FOR FINDING EXCEPTIONAL 
CANDIDATES 

D Get the best referrals by being excruciatingly specific 
in describing what you're looking for. 

• Make recruiting part of everyone's job. 
• Don't be afraid to try crazy things to get the attention 

of the best people. 

D o n ' t T r u s t Y o u r G u t 

W h y o u r ins t inc t s keep us f rom b e i n g good 

in terviewers , and w h a t you can do to h i r e be t t e r 

You never get a second chance to make a first impression" 

was the tagline for a Head & Shoulders shampoo ad cam

paign in the 1980s. It unfortunately encapsulates how most 

interviews work. The re have been volumes writ ten about how "the 

first five minutes" of an interview are what really matter, describing 

how interviewers make initial assessments and spend the rest of the 

interview working to confirm those assessments.80 If they like you, 

they look for reasons to like you more. If they don't like your hand

shake or the awkward introduction, then the interview is essentially 

over because they spend the rest of the meeting looking for reasons 

to reject you. These small moments of observation that are then 

used to make bigger decisions are called "thin slices." 

Tricia Prickett and Neha Gada-Jain, two psychology students 

at the University of Toledo, collaborated with their professor Frank 

Bernieri and reported in a 2000 study that judgments made in the 

first ten seconds of an interview could predict the outcome of the 

interview.81 T h e y discovered this by videotaping real interviews and 

then having study participants watch short clips: 

Slices were extracted from each interview, beginning 

with the interviewee knocking on the door and ending 
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10 seconds after the interviewee took a seat, and shown to 

naive observers. Observers provided ratings of employabil-

ity, competence, intelligence, ambition, trustworthiness, 

confidence, nervousness, warmth, politeness, likability, and 

expressiveness. For 9 of the 11 variables, thin-slice judg

ments correlated significantly with the final evaluation of 

the actual interviewers. Thus , immediate impressions based 

on a handshake and brief introduction predicted the out

come of a structured employment interview. 

T h e problem is, these predictions from the first ten seconds are 

useless. 

They create a situation where an interview is spent t rying to 

confirm what we think of someone, rather than truly assessing 

them. Psychologists call this confirmation bias, "the tendency to 

search for, interpret, or prioritize information in a way that con

firms one's beliefs or hypotheses."82 Based on the slightest interac

tion, we make a snap, unconscious judgment heavily influenced by 

our existing biases and beliefs. Wi thou t realizing it, we then shift 

from assessing a candidate to hunting for evidence that confirms 

our initial impression.""' Malcolm Gladwell spoke with Richard 

Nisbett , a psychologist at the University of Michigan, about our 

unwitt ing self-deception: 

T h e basis of the illusion is that we are somehow confident 

that we are getting what is there, that we are able to read off 

a person's disposition W h e n you have an interview with 

someone and have an hour with them, you don't conceptu-

xxl Confirmation bias is just one of the many ways our unconscious minds cause 
us—unwittingly—to make bad decisions. In an effort to create a less biased and 
more inclusive workplace, we've been striving to reduce unconscious bias at Google. 
We described some of our efforts in the article "You Don't Know What You Don't 
Know: How Our Unconscious Minds Undermine the Workplace" (Google [official 
blog], September 25, 2014, http://goo.gl/kxxgLz). 
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alize that as taking a sample of a person's behavior, let alone 

a possibly biased sample, which is what it is. W h a t you think 

is that you are seeing a hologram, a small and fuzzy image 

but still the whole person.83 

In other words, most interviews are a waste of t ime because 99.4 

percent of the time is spent t rying to confirm whatever impres

sion the interviewer formed in the first ten seconds. "Tell me about 

yourself." " W h a t is your greatest weakness?" " W h a t is your great

est strength?" Worthless. 

Equally worthless are the case interviews and brainteasers used 

by many firms. These include problems such as: "Your client is a 

paper manufacturer that is considering building a second plant. 

Should they?" or "Estimate how many gas stations there are in 

Manhat tan." Or, most annoyingly, "How many golf balls would fit 

inside a 747?" and "If I shrank you to the size of a nickel and put you 

in a blender, how would you escape?" 

Performance on these kinds of questions is at best a discrete 

skill that can be improved through practice, eliminating their util

ity for assessing candidates. At worst, they rely on some trivial bit 

of information or insight that is withheld from the candidate, and 

serve primarily to make the interviewer feel clever and self-satisfied. 

T h e y have little if any ability to predict how candidates will per

form in a job.84 Th i s is in part because of the irrelevance of the 

task (how many times in your day job do you have to estimate how 

many gas stations there are?), in part because there's no correlation 

between fluid intelligence (which is predictive of job performance) 

and insight problems like brainteasers, and in part because there is 

no way to distinguish between someone who is innately bright and 

someone who has just practiced this skill. 

Full disclosure: Some of these interview questions have been 

and I 'm sure continue to be used at Google. Sorry about that. 

We do everything we can to discourage this, as it's really just a 

http://goo.gl/kxxgLz
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waste of everyone's time. And when our senior leaders—myself 

included"—review applicants each week, we ignore the answers to 

these questions. As we saw with our billboard, some attempts at 

assessment just don't work. Happily, the 2013 movie The Internship, 

about two washed-up watch salesmen who decide to become interns 

at Google, gave the answer to the blender question, so at least that 

one can't be asked as an interview question anymore.""" 

A century of science points the way to an answer 

In 1998, Frank Schmidt and John Hunter published a meta-analysis 

of eighty-five years of research on how well assessments predict 

performance.85 T h e y looked at nineteen different assessment tech

niques and found that typical, unstructured job interviews were 

pretty bad at predicting how someone would perform once hired. 

Unstructured interviews have an r1 of 0.14, meaning that they can 

explain only 14 percent of an employee's performance.""''1 T h i s is 

""" The "correct" answer is that since the question shrinks you—changing your 
mass—but doesn't change anything else, your strength-to-mass ratio increases 
and you could simply jump out of the blender. Vince Vaughn's and Owen Wilson's 
characters also guessed that the blender would break down (which they knew 
because they had once sold blenders) and they'd be safe. And then? "You've got two 
nickel-sized men free in the world," they cried out. "Think of the possibilities!... 
Sunglass repair? We'd be hell on those little screws! Maybe stick us in those little 
submarines that they put in people's bodies to fight diseases?... I thought we were 
stuck in a blender. Now we're saving lives?!?... What a journey!" 
""'" I'm simplifying here. To be more precise, r1 is a measure of how well one or 
more variables predict an outcome. If the r2 value is statistically significant and near 
100 percent (which rarely happens in social science given the messiness of life!), we 
can confidently predict our outcome based on the other data in the model. If the 
r2 value is closer to o percent, predictions will be less accurate. The r2 values are 
based on the underlying correlation between variables, or the rate at which events 
occur together. Neither r2 nor correlation are measures of causality. 

In other words, a high positive correlation (e.g., r2 = 0.9) doesn't mean that 
A causes B, just that A and B have occurred together. For example, if I go for a run at 
6:00 a.m. every morning (if only I had that kind of discipline!) and I let my dog into 
the yard before I go, the timing of my runs is correlated with the dog going outside 
(and vice versa) since they tend to happen at the same time, but neither one causes 
the other. However, if you have a big enough set of data, control for other factors, 
and do some statistical testing to make sure your results are robust, then correlation 
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somewhat ahead of reference checks (explaining 7 percent of per

formance), ahead of the number of years of work experience 

(3 percent), and well ahead of "graphology," or handwrit ing analysis 

(0.04 percent), which I 'm stunned that anyone actually uses. Maybe 

some hospitals test the legibility of doctors' handwrit ing 

T h e best predictor of how someone will perform in a job is a 

work sample test (29 percent). Th i s entails giving candidates a sam

ple piece of work, similar to that which they would do in the job, 

and assessing their performance at it. Even this can't predict per

formance perfectly, since actual performance also depends on other 

skills, such as how well you collaborate with others, adapt to uncer

tainty, and learn. And worse, many jobs don't have nice, neat pieces 

of work that you can hand to a candidate. You can (and should) offer 

a work sample test to someone applying to work in a call center or 

to do very task-oriented work, but for many jobs there are too many 

variables involved day-to-day to allow the construction of a repre

sentative work sample. 

All our technical hires, whether in engineering or product 

management, go through a work sample test of sorts, where they are 

asked to solve engineering problems during the interview. Accord

ing to Urs Holzle, "We do our interviewing based on really testing 

your skills. Like, write some code, explain this thing, right? N o t 

look at your resume, but really see what you can do." Eric Veach 

adds, "The interviews are done [by] a large swath of engineers who 

ask a lot of very data-oriented kinds of questions. They ' re not just, 

you know, 'Tell me about a t ime when . . . ' They ' re more like, 'Write 

me an algorithm to do this. '" 

T h e second-best predictors of performance are tests of gen

eral cognitive ability (26 percent). In contrast to case interviews and 

is a pretty good starting point for making judgments about what works and what 
doesn't. In the case of hiring, interview performance would of course never cause 
subsequent job performance, but—after controlling for other variables—it can help 
predict how well someone will do in the job. 
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brainteasers, these are actual tests with defined right and wrong 

answers, similar to what you might find on an I Q test. T h e y are 

predictive because general cognitive ability includes the capacity to 

learn, and the combination of raw intelligence and learning ability 

will make most people successful in most jobs. T h e problem, how

ever, is that most standardized tests of this type discriminate against 

non-white, non-male test takers (at least in the United States). T h e 

SAT consistently underpredicts how women and non-whites will 

perform in college. Phyllis Rosser's 1989 study of the SAT com

pared high school girls and boys of comparable ability and college 

performance, and found that the girls scored lower on the SAT than 

the boys.86 Reasons why include the test format (there is no gen

der gap on Advanced Placement tests, which use short answers and 

essays instead of multiple choice); test scoring (boys are more likely 

to guess after eliminating one possible answer, which improves their 

scores); and even the content of questions ("females did better on 

SAT questions about relationships, aesthetics, and the humanities, 

while males did better on questions about sports, the physical sci

ences, and business").""" These kinds of studies have been repeated 

multiple times, and while standardized tests of this sort have gotten 

better, they are still not great."" 

"xlv Unfortunately, Rosser's study identified this difference but didn't explain why 
it exists. One emerging possible explanation is that girls and boys are equally well 
positioned to answer all questions, but each gender falls victim to "stereotype 
threat," a psychological phenomenon where people tend to perform in line with ste
reotypes when those stereotypes are made salient to them. For example, research 
has shown that when test takers are made aware of certain stereotypes just before 
taking a test, their performance changes. In a foundational study, one group of girls 
was told before a math test that the test produced gender differences, and gender 
differences were indeed seen, with girls scoring more poorly than boys. When a 
different group of girls was told that the same test did not produce gender differ
ences, the differences were not seen in performance. [Source: Stephen J. Spencer, 
Claude M. Steele, and Diane M. Quinn, "Stereotype Threat and Women's Math 
Performance," Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 35, no. 1 (1999): 4-28J87 

"xv In 2014 the College Board, which designs and administers the SAT, announced 
they were again revamping the SAT to address these and other issues. Even if this 
effort is successful, it won't help those of us already in college, applying to graduate 
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As a proof point, Pitzer College, a liberal arts college in South

ern California, made report ing test scores optional for applicants 

who had at least a 3.5 grade point average (GPA) or were in the top 

10 percent of their high school classes. Since then, their average 

admitted-student GPA has grown 8 percent and they've had a 58 

percent increase in students of color.88 

Tied with tests of general cognitive ability are structured inter

views (26 percent), where candidates are asked a consistent set of 

questions with clear criteria to assess the quality of responses. 

Structured interviews are used all the time in survey research. T h e 

idea is that any variation in candidate assessment is a result of the 

candidate's performance, not because an interviewer has higher or 

lower standards, or asks easier or harder questions. 

T he r e are two kinds of structured interviews: behavioral and 

situational. Behavioral interviews ask candidates to describe prior 

achievements and match those to what is required in the current job 

(i.e., "Tell me about a t ime. . . ?" ) . Situational interviews present a 

job-related hypothetical situation (i.e., " W h a t would you do i f . . . ?"). 

A diligent interviewer will probe deeply to assess the veracity and 

thought process behind the stories told by the candidate. 

Structured interviews are predictive even for jobs that are them

selves unstructured. We've also found that they cause both candi

dates and interviewers to have a better experience and are perceived 

to be most fair.89 So why don't more companies use them? Well, 

they are hard to develop: You have to write them, test them, and 

make sure interviewers stick to them. And then you have to con

tinuously refresh them so candidates don't compare notes and come 

prepared with all the answers. It's a lot of work, but the alternative 

is to waste everyone's time with a typical interview that is either 

highly subjective, or discriminatory, or both. 

school, or out in the workforce, who are unlikely to retake the SAT. [Source: Todd Balf, 
"The Story Behind the SAT Overhaul," New York Times Magazine, March 6, 2014.] 
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There is a better way. Research shows that combinations of 

assessment techniques are better than any single technique. For 

example, a test of general cognitive ability (predicts 26 percent of 

performance), when combined with an assessment of conscientious

ness (10 percent), is better able to predict who will be successful 

in a job (36 percent). My experience is that people who score high 

on conscientiousness "work to completion"—meaning they don't 

stop until a job is done rather than quitt ing at good enough—and 

are more likely to feel responsibility for their teams and the envi

ronment around them. In other words, they are more likely to act 

like owners rather than employees. I remember being floored when 

Josh O'Brien, a member of our tech-support team, was helping me 

with an I T issue in my first month or so. It was a Friday, and when 

five o'clock rolled around I told him we could finish on Monday. 

"That 's okay. We work to completion," he told me, and kept at it 

until my problem was resolved.90 

So what assessment techniques do we use? 

T h e goal of our interview process is to predict how candidates 

will perform once they join the team. We achieve that goal by doing 

what the science says: combining behavioral and situational struc

tured interviews with assessments of cognitive ability, conscien

tiousness, and leadership.""' 

To help interviewers, we've developed an internal tool called 

qDroid, where an interviewer picks the job they are screening for, 

checks the attributes they want to test, and is emailed an interview 

guide with questions designed to predict performance for that job. 

This makes it easy for interviewers to find and ask great interview 

questions. Interviewers can also share the document with others on 

""" Melissa Harrell, a PhD member of our People Analytics team, adds, "Switching 
to structural interviews was a clear choice because they are much more predictive of 
future performance. Plus the approach is better for diversity because having planned 
questions and scoring rubrics mitigates our reliance on unconscious biases."9' Read 
more about our unconscious bias work at http://goo.gl/UtCBSi. 
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W e l c o m e to q D r o i d 

Score !h«l«ervkw» 
Rss<x»ces 

General Cognitive Ability (GCA): 
Note: if you dont see your specific org., please select a broader category. 
SM8 Sales and Operations: Business Analysts 

jUiKtathip: 
Select which Leadership aspects are most important to the role. 
Wore: Some aspects ore suggested for People Manager roles. 

All 
Lj Cares About the Team (All Roles) 
• Works as a team (All Roies) 
11 Gets things done (A!! Roles) 
11 Manages projects (All Roles) 
;;: Coaches Team (People Manager Roies) 
G Empowers Team (People Manager Roles) 
• Shares Vision and Strategy (People Manager Roies) 

Sample qDroid screen. © Google, Inc. 

the interview panel so everyone can collaborate to assess the candi

date from all perspectives. 

T h e neat trick here is that, while interviewers can certainly 

make up their own questions if they wish, by making it easier to rely 

on the prevalidated ones, we're giving a little nudge toward better, 

more reliable interviewing. 

Examples of interview questions include: 

• Tell me about a time your behavior had a positive impact on 

your team. (Follow-ups: What was your primary goal and 

why? How did your teammates respond? Moving forward, 

what's vour plan?) 

• Tell me about a time when you effectively managed your team 

to achieve a goal. What did your approach look like? (Follow-

ups: What were your targets and how did you meet them as an 

individual and as a team? How did you adapt your leadership 

approach to different individuals? What was the key takeaway 

from this specific situation?) 

http://goo.gl/UtCBSi
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• Tell me about a time you had difficulty working with someone 

(can be a coworker, classmate, client). What made this person 

difficult to work with for you? (Follow-ups: What steps did you 

take to resolve the problem? What was the outcome? What 

could you have done differently?) 

One early reader of this book, when it was still a rough draft, told 

me, "These questions are so generic it's a little disappointing." H e 

was right, and wrong. Yes, these questions are bland; it's the answers 

that are compelling. But the questions give you a consistent, reli

able basis for sifting the superb candidates from the merely great, 

because superb candidates will have much, much better examples 

and reasons for making the choices they did. You'll see a clear line 

between the great and the average. 

Sure, it can be fun to ask " W h a t song best describes your work 

ethic?" or "Wha t do you th ink about when you're alone in your 

car?"—both real interview questions from other companies—but 

the point is to identify the best person for the job, not to indulge 

yourself by asking questions that trigger your biases ("OMG! I 

th ink about the same things in the car!") and don't have a proven 

link to getting the job done. 

W e then score the interview with a consistent rubric.""™ O u r 

own version of the scoring for general cognitive ability has five con

stituent components, starting with how well the candidate under

stands the problem. 

For each component, the interviewer has to indicate how the 

candidate did, and each performance level is clearly defined. T h e 

interviewer then has to write exactly how the candidate demon

strated their general cognitive ability, so later reviewers can make 

their own assessment. 

Also known as "behaviorally anchored rating scales." 

Upon hearing about our interview questions and scoring sheets, 

the same skeptical friend blurted, "Bah! Just more platitudes and 

corporate speak." But th ink about the last five people you inter

viewed for a similar job. Did you give them similar questions or did 

each person get different questions? Did you cover everything you 

needed to with each of them, or did you run out of time? Did you 

hold them to exactly the same standard, or were you tougher on one 

because you were tired, cranky, and having a bad day? Did you write 

up detailed notes so that other interviewers could benefit from your 

insights? 

A concise hir ing rubric addresses all these issues because it 

distills messy, vague, and complicated work situations down to mea

surable, comparable results. For example, imagine you're interview

ing someone for a tech-support job. A solid answer for "identifies 

solutions" would be, "I fixed the laptop battery like my customer 

asked." An outstanding answer would be, "I figured that since he 

had complained about battery life in the past and was about to go 

on a trip, I'd also get a spare battery in case he needed it." Apply

ing a boring-seeming rubric is the key to quantifying and taming 

the mess. 

If you don't want to build all this yourself, it's easy enough to 

find online examples of structured interview questions that you can 

adapt and use in your environments. For example, the US Depart

ment of Veterans Affairs has a site with almost a hundred sample 

questions at www.va.gov/pbi/questions.asp. Use them. You'll do 

better at hir ing immediately. 

Remember too that you don't just want to assess the can

didate. You want them to fall in love with you. Really. You want 

them to have a great experience, have their concerns addressed, 

and come away feeling like they just had the best day of their lives. 

Interviews are awkward because you're having an intimate conver

sation with someone you just met, and the candidate is in a very 

http://www.va.gov/pbi/questions.asp
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vulnerable position. It's always worth investing time to make sure 

they feel good at the end of it, because they will tell other people 

about their experience—and because it's the right way to treat 

people. 

Sometimes this is as simple as leaving t ime for conversation. 

It's too easy in an interview to focus on your needs: You're busy 

and need to assess this person as fast as you can. But they're mak

ing a bigger decision than you are. After all, companies have many 

employees, but a person has only one job. I make a point of always 

asking candidates how the recruiting process has been so far, and 

leaving at least ten minutes for their questions. 

Following the interviews, we survey every interviewee with a 

tool we call VoxPop,""™' to find out what they thought of the process, 

and later use their feedback to adjust our process accordingly. Based 

on VoxPop, we now try to build in a quick tour around the office, 

offer lunch if t ime permits, and require that every interviewer leave 

five minutes for the candidate to ask questions. Candidates also told 

us that we took too long to reimburse them for travel, so we cut that 

time by more than half. 

In contrast to the days when everyone in Silicon Valley 

seemed to have a story about their miserable Google experience, 

today 80 percent of people who have been interviewed and rejected 

report that they would recommend that a friend apply to Google. 

Th i s is pretty remarkable considering that they themselves didn't 

get hired. 

Now you know how to ask interview questions. How do you 

pick which ones to ask? 

We used to think it was sufficient to hire the smartest people we 

could. But a team of Gar ry Kasparovs might not be best suited to 

VoxPop is short for voxpopuli, Latin for "voice of the people." 
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working together to solve really big problems. So in 2007 we started 

looking for themes across the ten thousand or so people we had 

hired, as well as the millions we didn't. In addition to testing tech

nical hires on their engineering ability, we realized that there were 

four distinct attributes that predicted whether someone would be 

successful at Google: 

1. General Cognitive Ability. Not surprisingly, we want smart 

people who can learn and adapt to new situations. Remember 

that this is about understanding how candidates have solved 

hard problems in real life and how they learn, not checking 

GPAs and SATs. 

2. Leadership. Also not surprising, right? Every company wants 

leaders. But Google looks for a particular type of leader

ship, called "emergent leadership." This is a form of leader

ship that ignores formal designations—at Google there is 

rarely a formal leader of any effort. I recall being asked what 

it meant that I was the "executive sponsor" for a project that 

culminated in 10 percent salary increases for everyone in 

the company. I explained that not only did I not know, but 

that within Google it was a meaningless designation. In all 

likelihood, a relatively new hire had put those words next 

to my name because my title was Senior Vice President, but 

my role on the project was the same as anyone else's: Pro

vide an opinion, do some analysis, and help get the right out

come. At Google we expect that over a team's life, different 

skills will be needed at different times, so various people will 

need to step into leadership roles, contribute, and—just as 

important—recede back into the team once the need for their 

specific skills has passed. We have a strong bias against lead

ers who champion themselves: people who use "I" far more 
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than "we" and focus exclusively on what they accomplished, 

rather than how. 

3. "Googleyness." We want people who will thrive at Google. 

This isn't a neatly denned box, but includes attributes like 

enjoying fun (who doesn't?), a certain dose of intellectual 

humility (it's hard to learn if you can't admit that you might 

be wrong), a strong measure of conscientiousness (we want 

owners, not employees), comfort with ambiguity (we don't 

know how our business will evolve, and navigating Google 

internally requires dealing with a lot of ambiguity), and evi

dence that you've taken some courageous or interesting paths 

in your life. 

4. Role-Related Knowledge. By far the least important attri

bute we screen for is whether someone actually knows any

thing about the job they are taking on. Our reasoning and 

experience is that someone who has done the same task— 

successfully—for many years is likely to see a situation at 

Google and replicate the same solution that has worked for 

them. As the psychologist Abraham Maslow wrote: "I sup

pose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, 

to treat everything as if it were a nail."92 The problem with 

this approach is that you lose the opportunity to create some

thing new. In contrast, our experience is that curious people 

who are open to learning will figure out the right answers in 

almost all cases, and have a much greater chance of creating 

a truly novel solution.""'" For technical roles, such as those 

in engineering or product management, we assess expertise 

""'" Obviously, there are some roles where specific content expertise is required. 
You don't want your Tax Department staffed entirely with people who don't know 
how to fill out a tax return. But even in those departments, we try to mix in people 
with different backgrounds and novel thinking. 
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in computer science quite extensively, but even there our 

bias is to hire people with a general (though expert-level) 

understanding of computer science rather than specialized 

knowledge of just one field. And to be fair, we have moved 

from a philosophy of hiring exclusively generalists to a more 

refined approach, where we look across our portfolio of tal

ent and ensure we have the right balance of generalists and 

experts. One of the luxuries of scale is that you can build 

areas of deep specialization, but even in those pockets we 

monitor to make sure there is always an influx of fresh, non

expert thinking. 

Once we identified these attributes, we began requiring all 

interview feedback to comment specifically on each one. No t 

every interviewer had to assess every attribute, but at least two 

independent interviewers had to assess each attribute. In addition, 

we required that the written feedback include the attribute being 

assessed, the question asked, the candidate's answer, and the inter

viewer's assessment of that answer. Th i s format would prove to be 

very valuable because it allowed subsequent reviewers of each can

didate to independently assess the candidate. In other words, if you 

interviewed me and weren't impressed, but had written down your 

question and my answer, a later reviewer could make their own 

assessment of whether my responses were good or not. (Of course, 

gett ing this level of detail can be awkward—almost every interview 

at Google starts with the interviewer asking, "Do you mind if I take 

notes?" Some interviewers even take notes on their laptops, which 

can be a little disconcerting for the candidate.) No t only does that 

allow us to give candidates a second chance of sorts, but it also helps 

us assess whether the interviewer herself is good at assessing people. 

If we see a consistent pattern of an interviewer "getting it wrong," 

we either train her or ask her to stop interviewing. 
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Constantly check that your hiring process actually works 

As you can tell, we invest a lot in hir ing great people. But our 

operating assumption is that anything we're doing, we can do bet

ter. T h e first Google search index in 1998 had twenty-six million 

unique Web pages. By 2000, it had one billion. By 2008, it contained 

one trillion (1,000,000,000,000!). 

According to Jesse Alpert and Nissan Hajaj from our search 

team, we've made our search engine more comprehensive and effi

cient: "Our systems have come a long way since the first set of W e b 

data Google processed to answer queries. Back then, we did every

thing in batches: One workstation could compute the PageRank 

graph [the algorithm that prioritizes search results] on 26 million 

pages in a couple of hours, and that set of pages would be used as 

Google's index for a fixed period of time. Today [in 2008], Google 

crawls the Web continuously, collecting updated page information 

and re-processing the entire Web-l ink graph several times per day. 

Th i s graph of one trillion U R L s is similar to a map made up of one 

trillion intersections. So multiple times every day, we do the com

putational equivalent of fully exploring every intersection of every 

road in the United States. Except it'd be a map about 50,000 times 

as big as the US, with 50,000 times as many roads and intersec

tions." And, of course, that was more than five years ago. Google 

Now, introduced in 2012, anticipates what you need to know. For 

example, your phone can get your boarding pass for an upcoming 

flight, notify you that traffic is heavy on the freeway so you can take 

a side street, or tell you about cool events nearby. 

And just as our products can always get better, so can our hir

ing machine. W e constantly review and work to balance our speed, 

error rate, and quality of experience for candidates and Googlers. 

For example, Todd Carlisle, now the H R leader for one of our business 

teams but at the time a P h D analyst on our staffing team, looked 

at the question of whether having up to twenty-five interviews per 
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candidate was actually helpful or not. H e found that four interviews 

were enough to predict whether or not we should hire someone with 

86 percent confidence. Every additional interviewer after the fourth 

added only 1 percent more predictive power. It simply wasn't worth 

the extra time for Google or the suffering for the candidate, so we 

implemented a "Rule of Four," limiting the number of interviews a 

candidate could have on-site (though we allowed exceptions in cer

tain cases). T h a t change alone shaved our median time to hire to 47 

days, compared to 90 to 180 days in the past, and has saved employ

ees hundreds of thousands of hours. 

To this day, we never assume we get it right each time. We 

revisit the applications of rejected candidates to assess if we made 

errors, and to correct them and learn from them. O u r Revisit Pro

gram starts by feeding the resumes of all current incumbents for 

a particular job, such as software engineer, into an algorithm that 

identifies the most common keywords. T h a t list is then reviewed 

and augmented by a handpicked group of recruiters and manag

ers. For example, if I E E E (the Institute of Electrical and Elec

tronics Engineers) turns up as a common keyword, they might 

add the names of other professional associations. T h e updated list 

of keywords is run through another algorithm, this time looking 

at the past six months of applicants and assigning a weighting for 

each keyword depending on how frequently it occurs on success

ful and unsuccessful resumes. Finally, we score the next six months 

of incoming resumes against these weighted keywords and flag 

candidates who were both rejected and had high scores, so that our 

recruiters can take a second look. In 2010, we ran 300,000 rejected 

software engineer resumes through this system, revisited 10,000 

applications, and hired 150 people. Th i s may seem like a lot of work 

to get 150 hires, but a yield of 1.5 percent is six times better than our 

overall hir ing yield of 0.25 percent. 

W e don't just look at the candidate side of hiring. Interview

ers also receive feedback on their own personal ability to predict 
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whether someone should be hired. Every interviewer sees a record 

of the ' interview scores they have given in the past and whether 

those people were hired or not. 

Candidate score: 3.9 

Interviewer: Craig Rubens, Sales Manager 

Interviewer experience: 117 total interviews, 111 onsite interviews 

9 Latest interview 
Apr 23, 2013 11:30 AM (EDT) - onsite 
Apr 23, 2013 4:18 PM (EDT) - feedback received 

'tO 1.2 1.4 1.6 1.8 2.0 2.2 2.4 2.6 2.8 3.0 3.2 3.4 3.6 3.8 4.0 
Candidate score 

Illustrative feedback for an interviewer. © Google, Inc. 

Th i s lets the interviewer know if they are correctly assessing 

potential Googlers, nudging them to look back at their prior inter

view notes and learn from what they spotted or missed. And it lets 

later reviewers of each candidate's packet know whether any given 

interviewer is reliable or should be ignored. 

Never compromise on quality 

We've focused so far on finding candidates and interviewing, but these 

are just two parts of the hiring process. Superficially, every organiza-
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tion's hiring process looks the same, and it's pretty boring stuff. Post a 

job. Get resumes. Review them. Interview people. Hi re one. Zzzzz.. . 

Dig more deeply, and the Google approach starts looking very 

different as soon as a candidate applies for a job. The re are six 

unique parts of our screening process, with a goal of ensuring that 

the bar for quality is never compromised and that our decisions are 

as free of bias as possible. 

Candidate application 

Typical recruiting process Google recruiting process 

Resume screened by 
someone who is familiar 

with a specific job 

J[ 

Phone interview 

ir 

In-person interview with 
hiring manager and peers 

^r 

Feedback compiled 

\r 

Hiring manager makes 
decision 

i r 

Resume screened by someone who is 
familiar with © all jobs, not just the one for 

which the candidate applied 

V 
Phone interview or © Google Hangout 

(video chat). Interview assesses 
general cognitive ability 

ir 
In-person interview with hiring manager, 

peers, ® subordinate(s), and 
® cross-functional interviewer 

ir 
© Formal, structured feedback compiled, 
"wisdom of crowds" applied, integrated 

with "backdoor references" 

\T 

© Hiring committee reviews, then a 
senior leader, then finally, the CEO 

^r 

Offer extended to candidate 

Comparison of a typical hiring process with Google's hiring process. © Google, Inc. 
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First, assessment is led by Google's dedicated recruiters rather 

than line managers. O u r recruiters are experts in interpreting 

resumes, which is critical when you're receiving resumes from more 

than a hundred countries. For example, when evaluating college 

students, GPA might seem like a fairly important factor to consider. 

N o t so for candidates from Japan. In Japan, college admissions are 

largely based on national test results, so high school students focus 

intensely on doing well on those tests, often attending juku (spe

cial after-school classes) for fifteen to twenty hours each week for 

years. But once admitted to a premier university, Japanese students 

don't focus on grades at all. Historically, they enjoy a last gasp of 

play and freedom between the crush of the juku and the monotony 

of the career of a sarariman ("salaryman"—the nomenclature for 

the expected rule-following, slow, tenure-based progression that 

characterized Japanese careers in the past). Japanese college grades 

are virtually useless as a hir ing signal, but knowing which college 

someone attended is helpful, at least for hir ing new graduates. 

O u r professional recruiters are also familiar with many jobs 

across Google, no small feat considering our business currently 

includes search, self-driving cars, futuristic glasses, fiber-based 

Internet services, manufacturing, video studios, and venture capi

tal! Th i s is important, because when someone applies to a job at 

your company, they don't know everything your company does. In 

fact, most large companies have distinct recruiting teams for differ

ent divisions. Someone rejected for a product management job in 

one division might have been great for a marketing job in another 

division, but won't be considered for that job because the recruiters 

in the two divisions don't talk. At Google, a person rejected from 

a job as product manager for Android might be a superb candidate 

for a sales role working with telecommunications companies. O u r 

recruiters are able to route candidates across the entire company, 

which requires both visibility into all the jobs and an understand-
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ing of what they are. And if there's no job available at the moment, 

the recruiters make a note to follow up with strong candidates for 

future opportunities. 

After the resume is screened and selected, the second part of our 

process is a remote interview. These are much harder to conduct 

than in-person interviews because it's difficult to build rapport and 

pick up on nonverbal cues. Phone interviews are particularly chal

lenging for people who are not fluent in English (the language of 

the company is English), as it's harder to make yourself understood 

over a phone. We prefer to use Google Hangouts , which provide 

video interaction and allow screen and whiteboard sharing so that 

technical candidates and interviewers can write and review software 

code together. Hangouts require no special equipment, conference 

centers, or downloads. Candidates simply log on to Google+ and 

receive a pop-up inviting them to join a Hangout : instant video 

conference. Using Hangouts also minimizes costs, as a remote 

interview is far less expensive than an in-person one, and is more 

respectful of Googlers' and candidates' time. O u r recruiters have 

the benefit of having done them hundreds of times, compared to 

a typical hir ing manager who may have done remote assessments 

only once or twice. 

Having professionals do the initial remote evaluation also means 

that it's possible to do a robust, reliable screening for the most impor

tant hiring attributes up front. Often a candidate's problem-solving 

and learning ability is assessed at this stage. We do this early so that 

later interviewers can focus on other attributes, like leadership and 

comfort with ambiguity. 

As an aside, professional recruiters are also a little more ready 

to roll with the punches when something nut ty happens in an inter

view. Like the candidate who brought his mom. O r the engineer

ing candidate who forgot to wear a belt, so his pants started falling 

down every t ime he turned to write code on the whiteboard. O u r 
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seasoned recruiter came to the rescue and gave the candidate his 

own belt. 

In every interview I've ever had with another company, I've met 

my potential boss and several peers. But rarely have I met anyone 

who would be working for me. Google turns this approach upside 

down. You'll probably meet your prospective manager (where 

possible—for some large job groups like "software engineer" or 

"account strategist" there is no single hir ing manager) and a peer, 

but more important is meeting one or two of the people who will 

work for you. In a way, their assessments are more important than 

anyone else's—after all, they're going to have to live with you. T h e 

third key difference in our approach, therefore, is to have a sub

ordinate interview a prospective hire. It sends a strong signal to 

candidates about Google being nonhierarchical, and it also helps 

prevent cronyism, where managers hire their old buddies for their 

new teams. We find that the best candidates leave subordinates feel

ing inspired or excited to learn from them. 

Fourth, we add a "cross-functional interviewer," someone with 

little or no connection at all to the group for which the candidate is 

interviewing. For example, we might ask someone from the legal or 

the Ads team (the latter design the technology behind our advertis

ing products) to interview a prospective sales hire. T h i s is to pro

vide a disinterested assessment: A Googler from a different function 

is unlikely to have any interest in a particular job being filled but has 

a strong interest in keeping the quality of hir ing high. T h e y are also 

less susceptible to the thin-slices error, since they have less in com

mon with the candidate than the other interviewers. 

Fifth, we compile feedback about candidates in a radically 

unusual way. We've discussed how interview feedback must 

cover our hiring attributes, and the use of backdoor references. 

In addition, we equally weight each individual's feedback on the 

candidate. A subordinate's feedback is at least as valuable, if not 

more so, as a hiring manager's. Todd's research showed not only 
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that the optimal number of interviews was four, but that virtually 

no single interviewer's assessment was by itself that helpful. 

Nelson Abramson 

/ ®The one true expert 

© Interviewers who 
are less reliable than 
averaging scores 

The average is 
% accurate 

50 100 150 
Number of Interviews completed by each interviewer 

Scatterplot showing individual interviewing accuracy (each dot is 
one interviewer) compared to the 86 percent accuracy resulting from 
averaging interview scores. Accuracy of interviewers is defined as the 

percent of candidates that the interviewer wants to hire who are actually 
hired. Group A consists of Nelson Abramson, the only person to beat the 
wisdom of the crowd. In Group B, these interviewers seem more accurate 
than the crowd but haven't done enough interviews for us to statistically 

prove if it's skill or if they were just lucky. Most interviewers are less 
accurate than "the crowd" and fall into Group C. 

Or, to be fair, only one Googler's was: Nelson Abramson. He's 

the lone dot on the far top right of the graph. But when Todd dug 

into it, he discovered Nelson had an unfair advantage. H e worked in 

our data centers, a global network of servers that effectively make 

copies of the Internet so that search results can come to you in 

milliseconds. T h i s role requires a very distinctive skill set, and he 

interviewed people only for these jobs. H e was also employee num

ber 580, so he'd enjoyed lots of practice. But that was the only such 

case we found across the five thousand on-site engineering inter

views in the analysis. 
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As has been found in other settings,"" the "wisdom of the 

crowds" seemed to apply to making hir ing decisions as well. 

So we continue reporting the individual interview feedback 

scores but emphasize the average score.9' Th i s has the virtue of 

eliminating the ability of any single person to blackball any candi

date, as well as limiting anyone's ability to politick for a candidate. 

Sixth, we rely on disinterested reviewers. In addition to using 

structured interviews and the hiring attributes, we deliberately 

include at least three layers of review for each candidate. T h e hiring 

committee takes a first look, recommending whether or not to move 

a candidate forward. For example, in People Operations, the hir

ing committee is made up of various directors and VPs responsible 

for the major segments on our team. Hir ing-commit tee members 

recuse themselves from weighing in on candidates who would be 

on their own teams. They review a packet of information for each 

candidate that is forty to sixty pages long. I've excerpted some of the 

key elements on the following page. 

If the hiring committee rejects the candidate, the process stops 

there. If they are supportive of a candidate, their feedback is added 

to the hir ing packet and sent to the Senior Leader Reviews. In 

these weekly meetings, some of our top executives provide another 

layer of objectivity and assess that week's candidates. We've had 

weeks with more than three hundred candidates and weeks with 

only twenty. At this stage, candidates are recommended for hire, 

rejected, or more information is requested, typically to test an attri

bute further or to reconsider the level at which the candidate would 

be hired. T h e most common reason for rejection at this stage in the 

" x For example, Scott Page of the University of Michigan has shown that averaging 
the guesses of President Obama's finance team about what financial markets will 
do is more accurate than the analysis put out by a small group of economists at the 
Federal Reserve. On Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, asking the audience gets you the 
right answer 95 percent of the time, according to former host Regis Philbin. And 
Google's PageRank, an algorithm that prioritizes search results, relies heavily on 
the wisdom of crowds. 
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Hiring packet excerpts. © Google, Inc. 
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process? Culture.*™ Whi le Googlers possess the gamut of political 

views, the cultural values of transparency and voice are widely held 

and core to how we operate. As Jeff Huber recently said about one 

candidate, "This is a great candidate—strong technical interview 

scores, clearly very smart and well-qualified—but sufficiently arro

gant that none of the interviewers want h im on their team. T h i s is a 

great candidate, but not for Google." 

If the Senior Leader Review is supportive, then Larry is sent 

each week's recommended hires. T h e report includes links to the 

detailed hiring packets for every candidate as well as summaries 

about each candidate and the feedback and recommendations from 

each successive level of review. T h e most common feedback from 

Larry is that a candidate might not meet our hi r ing bar or that 

the creativity shown in a portfolio might not be up to snuff. More 

important than the feedback itself is the message from Larry to the 

company that hiring is taken seriously at the highest levels, and that 

we have a duty to continue doing a good job. And new Googlers 

("Nooglers") are always delighted to learn that Larry personally 

reviewed their applications. 

If we followed a more traditional process, it's likely we could 

hire people in a week or two instead of the six weeks it takes 

today. And we do have the capability to move more quickly when 

needed—every few weeks we'll run an expedited process for 

candidates who have an offer from another firm that expires if they 

don't respond quickly,xxxil and we've run one-day hiring programs 

xxxl Culture here refers specifically to the attributes described earlier in the chapter, 
including conscientiousness, comfort with ambiguity, etc. It's also about broaden
ing the kinds of people who work at Google and avoiding homogeneity. 
xxx" These are called "exploding offers" because the offer goes away (explodes) if 
not accepted by a certain date. They are common in college hiring, but are showing 
up more and more in Silicon Valley. I think they put a lot of unfair pressure on the 
candidate, who should be free to make the best decision for herself without duress. 
After all, companies have lots of employees, but each person holds only one job. It 
should be one they are sure of. 

on college campuses in the United States and India to test if that 

improved our offer acceptance rates. So far, the greater speed 

doesn't materially improve candidate experience or the rate at which 

candidates accept our offers, so our focus remains on finding ways 

to hire people we might overlook rather than on moving faster. 

Putting it all together: how to hire the best 

If you wondered if this takes a lot of Googler time, it does. 

But not nearly as much as you might think. The re are four sim

ple principles that can help even the smallest team do much, much 

better at hiring. 

Until we hit about twenty thousand employees, most people in 

the company spent four to ten hours per week on hiring, and our 

top executives would easily spend a full day each week on it, which 

worked out to between eighty thousand and two hundred thousand 

hours per year spent on hiring. And this excluded the time spent 

by our staffing teams. T h a t was necessary to grow quickly and to 

ensure we didn't ever compromise quality. And, honestly, it was the 

best we could do at the time. It took years of research and experi

mentation to figure out how to hire more efficiently. 

In 2013, with roughly forty thousand people, the average Googler 

spent one and a half hours per week on hiring, even though our volume 

Robert J. Robinson, at the time a Harvard professor, described how to counter 
an exploding offer in his 1995 piece "Defusing the Exploding Offer: The Farpoint 
Gambit" (Negotiation Journal 11, no. 3: 277-285). The title refers to a Star Trek: The 
Next Generation episode called "Encounter at Farpoint." The captain of the starship 
Enterprise is being tried by an alien judge who tells the guards, "Soldiers, you will 
press those triggers [on your guns] if this criminal answers with any word other than 
'guilty.'" His next question to Captain Picard is, "Criminal, how do you plead?" to 
which Picard answers, "Guilty.. .provisionally." Since Picard is now both not guilty 
("provisionally") and not dead, the coercive condition falls away. 

Robinson's clever idea is to do the same with exploding offers: "I accept, provi
sionally." The gambit is to present a reasonable condition (e.g., "provided I can meet 
with the person I will be working for"; "provided I don't get a better offer from the 
companies I'm still waiting to hear from") that causes the deadline to pass. "Once 
the deadline passes," Robinson argues, "the credibility of the threat is destroyed." 
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of hiring is almost twice what it was when we had twenty thousand 

people. We've reduced the amount of time spent by Googlers on each 

hire by about 75 percent. We continue to work to reduce this, and to 

become more efficient in managing our staffing teams and their time. 

But by far the best recruiting technique is having a core of 

remarkable people. Jonathan Rosenberg used to keep a stack of two 

hundred Googler resumes in his office. If a candidate was on the fence 

about joining Google, Jonathan would simply give them the stack 

and say: "You get to work with these people." These Googlers came 

from every kind of educational background, including many of the 

best schools on the planet; had invented seminal products and tech

nologies like JavaScript, BigTable, and MapReduce; had been part 

of some of the most revolutionary companies; and included Olym

pic athletes, Turing Award and Academy Award winners, Cirque du 

Soleil performers, cup stackers, Rubik's Cube champions, magicians, 

triathletes, volunteers, veterans, and people who had accomplished 

just about any cool thing you could think of. Invariably, the candi

date would ask if Jonathan had cherry-picked the resumes. And he 

would honestly tell them that it was a random sample of the people 

who build Google's products. H e never lost a candidate. 

So how do you create your own self-replicating staffing machine? 

1. Set a high bar for quality. Before you start recruiting, 

decide what attributes you want and define as a group what 

great looks like. A good rule of thumb is to hire only people 

who are better than you. Do not compromise. Ever. 

2. Find your own candidates. Linkedln, Google+, alumni 

databases, and professional associations make it easy. 

3. Assess candidates objectively. Include subordinates and 

peers in the interviews, make sure interviewers write good 

notes, and have an unbiased group of people make the actual 

hiring decision. Periodically return to those notes and com-
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pare them to how the new employee is doing, to refine your 

assessment capability. 

4. Give candidates a reason to join. Make clear why the work 

you are doing matters, and let the candidate experience the 

astounding people they will get to work with. 

Th i s is easy to write, but I can tell you from experience that 

it's very hard to do. Managers hate the idea that they can't hire 

their own people. Interviewers can't stand being told that they have 

to follow a certain format for the interview or for their feedback. 

People will disagree with data if it runs counter to their intuition 

and argue that the quality bar doesn't need to be so high for every 

job. 

D o not give in to the pressure. 

Fight for quality. 

I 'm often told: "I just want an administrative assistant who can 

answer the phone and schedule meetings—I don't need someone 

brilliant, just someone who can do the work." But that's terrible 

logic. An outstanding administrative assistant provides powerful 

leverage to a manager, helping them better allocate their time, pri

oritizing and routing less critical tasks, and being the face of the 

manager to everyone who reaches out. These roles are important, 

and the difference between an average administrative assistant and 

an exceptional one is profound. And I should know, as I 'm privi

leged to work with one of the best, Hannah Cha. 

If you're committed to transforming your team or your organi

zation, hir ing better is the single best way to do it. It takes will and 

patience, but it works. Be willing to concentrate your people invest

ment on hiring. And never settle. 

There 's one other beneficial effect of hir ing this way: In most 

organizations, you join and then have to prove yourself. At Google, 
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there's such faith in the quality of the hiring process that people join 

and on their first day are trusted and full members of their teams. 

There's no better illustration of this than when, in 2011, the 

Dalai Lama was invited by Archbishop Desmond Tutu to deliver 

the inaugural Desmond Tutu Peace Lecture in Cape Town on the 

archbishop's eightieth birthday. Both Nobel Peace Prize laureates, 

this was to be an historic conversation. But after allegedly receiv

ing pressure from the Chinese government, the governing African 

National Congress decided they would not issue a travel visa for the 

Dalai Lama.94 Archbishop Tutu was incensed: "Our government— 

representing me!—says it will not support Tibetans being viciously 

oppressed by China. You, President Zuma and your government, do 

not represent me." Loren Groves, a Noogler who had just launched 

his first product at Google a week earlier, was dispatched to Tibe t 

and then to South Africa. H e arranged a meeting between the two 

men via Google Hangout , allowing them to have a face-to-face con-

O C T O B E R & 2 0 1 1 

N E W DELHI The Dalai 
Lama , Tibe t ' s exiled spir i tual 
leader, scrapped piano on TUOG 
day to attend- the 80th b i r thday 
celebrat ion of a fellow Nobel lau
rea te , D e s m o n d M. Tutu of South 

v 1 v Africa^after the host g o v e r n m e n t 
V * * & ? * * did n o / g r a n t h is v i sa reques t . 

r 

M i&-

Advertisement in the New York Times celebrating the successful Hangout 
between the Dalai Lama and Desmond Tutu. © Google, Inc. 
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versation despite being thousands of miles apart. Th i s was the cen

terpiece of the celebration on October 8.95 

T h e next day we ran a full-page ad in the New York Times. 

T h e original, signed by the Dalai Lama and Archbishop Tutu, 

hangs in our offices. As the conference's moderator explained: 

"Whi le it is a real pity that His Holiness cannot be here, we are so 

grateful for the world of technology that has come to us. And that 

we can have this conversation." 

And it was thanks to Loren, who had been a Googler for five 

days and whom we trusted to make this encounter possible. 

WORK RULES...FOR SELECTING NEW EMPLOYEES 

• Set a high bar for quality. 
• Find your own candidates. 
• Assess candidates objectively. 
• Give candidates a reason to join. 


