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Tackling Tough Hiring Questions

At a recent networking session with 15 nonprofit chief financial officers (CFOs) and human resources (HR) 

directors in New York City, Bridgestar Regional Director of Talent and Recruiting Janet Albert hosted a lively 

question and answer session about hiring. The following highlights from the discussion provide answers to many 

common hiring questions and offer valuable insights from practitioners in the field. Aside from Janet Albert, 

participants are identified only by their initials. 

Q: Can you te l l  us  about  some of  the  t rends you see in  recru i t ing f inance ta lent?  
Janet Albert: I see two main trends. The first is in regards to keeping the finance function in-house versus 

outsourcing. The second is that a lot more organizations seem open to senior level, part-time employees or job 

sharing. I’ve found that the use of outsourcing really depends on the size of the organization, its stage of growth, 

tactical versus strategic goals, and the level of the position. 

Small organizations tend to do more outsourcing. As they grow to $3.5 million up to $10 million, most organizations 

are infrastructure building and take their finance function in-house. Overall, I see more openness to outsourcing, 

depending on the strengths and weaknesses of the finance department and what type of nonprofit organization it 

is. If you have all restricted funding, you won’t want to outsource all your grants management because of how 

tricky it can be to manage, monitor, and forecast how and when and whether you have those funds. Organizations 

where there are real barriers to recruitment and retention of staff—for example you’re located in an area that is not 

easily accessible by public transportation—have had great luck with outsourcing. Or organizations at $8 million to 

$10 million in size that need someone really top notch in New York City, but can’t afford a $100,000 salary. They 

can outsource a piece of a very high-level person. There are sometimes issues with control at the executive 

director (ED) level, particularly concerns about being able to access information in a timely way—those fears are 

often unfounded. 

RA: My organization has a lot of experience with trying to outsource. In the end, we decided not to outsource 

because in general the risk-reward wasn’t there. 

MF: My organization has completely outsourced technology since 1999. For us, outsourcing has the advantage. 

Instead of our 3.5 full-time equivalents doing everything, we have access to everyone on the staff at [the outsource 

company]. It feels like I have a larger tech staff to call upon. 

Q: Should  managers  be  accountable  for  f ind ing ta lent  or  should  HR? 
Janet Albert: Ultimately, with high-performing organizations, it’s a team effort, with the hiring manager briefing HR 

on spec requirements and sourcing strategy, and interviewing short-listed candidates. HR will run the search—

handling the logistics, keeping to a reasonable timeline, and interviewing candidates to get to a short-list. The 

hiring manager is the strategic engine behind this, understanding the organization and what its needs are, being a 

sounding board. HR should take the manager’s ideas and work with them on what they need. HR should keep 

things on the timeline. However, this depends on the size of the organization and how diverse and capable the HR 

team is. And whether HR is viewed as a senior function and strategic department—that’s how it should be in an 

ideal world. 
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KM: I have seen hiring manager saying, “This is who I want.” HR brings back 10 of what they think they want. But 

the hiring manager says, “No, that’s not it.” But the hiring manager has difficulty describing what it is exactly that 

they need. What advice would you have in those situations? 

Janet Albert: I would ask, has the hiring manager been clear to begin with, has the hiring manager changed their 

mind, and are they spending adequate time working with HR on the search? Is the HR person someone who really 

understands the organization, the mission, where the organization is going, and what the implications are for 

recruiting? As a search professional, I’d never take on a client who only gave me 30 minutes of time. You need to 

understand what will make the new hire succeed or fail, how they can develop their career, what will the 

challenges be, etc. 

BD: I feel it’s ultimately the hiring manager who should be responsible for filling the job and that takes time. You go 

to the HR person for the strategy to find the people. 

Q: I  heard Tom Tierney,  co- founder  and chai rman of  the  Br idgespan Group,  say  once 
that 20  percent  of  your  t ime should  be spent  on cul t ivat ing new and ex ist ing ta lent .  
Do you agree? And i f  so ,  how is  th is  done pract ica l ly  in  your  mind? What  are  your  
t ips  on coaching ex ist ing ta lent?  
Janet Albert: Yes, as a senior leader, one of your primary responsibilities is to build, maintain, and nurture talent 

in your organization. This should be part of your retention strategy as well. Another way to think about it—a bit 

more strategically as well—is that it’s about your legacy. Not about getting things today, but what you’re going to 

leave behind, where you’re going to be in five years’ time. That’s one of the reasons why cultivating talent is 

important: you’re building for the future. 

Coaching existing talent is about understanding their strengths and weaknesses; understanding the collective 

depth and breadth of your team. It’s about giving staff a lot of responsibility and autonomy, but also recognizing 

which high-potential or solid people need more guidance—whatever builds the most confidence over time. Give 

people stretch goals, show faith, be candid and transparent, and have performance measurement goals in place 

and constantly refer back to those. Even if you don’t have a big HR department that has a formal performance 

management structure in place, have some sort of understanding between you and someone else on your staff—

be clear about expectations and goals. How can I help you develop a career here? High-performing people 

appreciate the time, appreciate the candor. It seems like common sense, but it can be hard to execute. 

KM: The trap you don’t want to fall into is spending most of your time on low performers. Sometimes it’s 

appropriate, but can over the long-term end up de-motivating your high performers. 

MF: Especially high performers who get work done quietly. 

LS: I’m fearful of the bureaucracy around creating performance goals. The meaningful piece of this would be just 

good managing and mentoring; the key point being that 20 percent of your time should be spent on developing and 

encouraging talent. 
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Janet Albert: Even at the Bridgespan Group, where we focus a lot on developing each other, it’s natural to think, 

“Is it really performance review time again!?” Look at performance reviews as development, things we’d like to see 

you develop and achieve, and along the way you’re going to help this division move forward. 

BD: One of the things we do is coaching, but it’s hard to evaluate. We came up with a priority map with three major 

priorities of organization. Each manager has priorities, each staff has priorities, and they should all align. Each 

individual has developmental priorities. It makes it a less stressful event. It’s more, “Are you focusing on your 

priorities?” 

KM: One of the things I like is that there are three goals, not 20. It’s easier for individuals to focus on. 

Q: What  are  the  three  most  important  quest ions you would  ask  job appl icants  before  
you would  h i re  them— assuming they have the  technica l  ab i l i ty  for  the  job? 
Janet Albert: It’s a real struggle to include just three! Assuming that the person has the technical capabilities, 

these are my favorite questions: 

• Why are you interested in our organization and why are you uniquely qualified? 

• Given what you know about the role and its responsibilities, and what you know about our 

mission/strategic objectives, give me an example of a past accomplishment that speaks to your ability to 

succeed here. Ask for concrete examples. These stories can tell you about how articulate candidates are, 

and whether they can they circle back to the original question. Ultimately, you want to know if they can do 

the job or not. You can tie into that, “What accomplishment are you most proud of?” You can then see 

what they’re most excited about. Do they get excited where they worked by themselves or had to work 

across divisions to work together toward a common goal? 

• How do you define best practices for your field and how do you stay abreast of current trends? What best 

practices did you put into your organization and why are they better than peer organizations’ practices? I 

think the answer gives you a sense of, is this someone who is an ideas person, is creative, is connected 

to other people, someone who does trial and error, or one who just takes things off the shelf? 

• Are you a thought partner to the ED/chief executive officer? How do you define thought leadership? 

• For finance people, this question is really important: Give examples of how you work with and coach non-

financial people. A CFO-level hire will have to work with the ED and the board. A staff-level hire will have 

to work with program staff and development people. 

RA: Would you look at someone for a lower-level position who is not necessarily focused on the mission, but who 

is just interested in finance and accounting? 

JD: This is a really important question for us because at our organization, everyone is so committed to the mission, 

but at the end of the day, the general ledger has to be correct. In the last year, I’ve hired 12 people. I look at the 

possibility of them being able to embrace the mission, the soft skill areas where I think they might embrace our 

core values and the mission. I get pushback from HR when candidates aren’t mission-focused and I have to sell it 

on this basis. 
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Janet Albert: It’s really tough at the senior levels, as well. We were working with a community-based organization 

with a $3.5 million budget, an awesome ED, and great funding, that was looking for a chief financial and 

administrative officer. We had a lot of interest from both for-profit and nonprofit finance people. But the first two 

candidates on our shortlist pulled out because they went to the for-profit sector. These two candidates were 

committed to the mission, but were more committed to the paycheck at the end of the day. Looking back, either 

one could have been a risky hire if they were constantly looking back and wondering if they had made the right 

decision. At the junior level—even in a for-profit—for a person’s first one or two jobs out of school, they are 

typically not sure if they want to stay. If you know that person is going to stay for two years and then you’ll need to 

recruit again for that position, you’ll at least know that in advance and that could be okay. 

AK: If I’m hiring someone to be a data entry person in accounts, I’m really interested in whether that person wants 

to be the very best data entry person in New York City. But as you go up the line, of course the mix is going to 

change dramatically. 

Janet Albert: I recently recruited a director of finance into a community-based healthcare organization. I asked 

him, “How do you motivate the nurses to enter the data?” This finance director said, “I took a couple days out and 

went out on visits with the nurses, spent intensive time with them, understanding why they wouldn’t do it.” First, it 

energized him to be in the field; that started a bond. When he came back in, he sat down with the nurses to tell 

them why it was important to enter the data. He explained, “If we don’t do our jobs right, these kids don’t get 

served, these neighborhoods don’t get served. That’s really what it’s all about. That’s why we’re here, to serve this 

community.” 

KM: You need to look beyond just where a candidate has worked. They might have had some personal connection 

to the mission that wouldn’t be obvious on paper. Make sure you probe it without assuming that they don’t have a 

connection to the mission. 

Janet Albert: The good candidates will ask you questions, so be prepared to answer questions yourself. For 

example, what types of people are successful at your organization? How will success be measured six, 12, or 18 

months out? Individual measures should be linked to organizational objectives. 

Q: An issue we deal  wi th  over  and over  is  the  loss of  per formance in  meet ing 
depar tmenta l /organizat ional  goals  w hen l ine  staf f  or  managers  leave unexpectedly .  I  
am looking for  advice  on how to  p lan for  th is  scenar io  wi thout  having to  over  h i re .  
Janet Albert: First, you need to understand why people leave in the first place. Is it because of a poor work 

environment/cultural reasons? Are career paths unclear? Are your salaries competitive? You should conduct exit 

interviews. Most exiting staff tend to be candid. Some strong chief executive officers are doing the interviews 

themselves. EDs in smaller organizations may need some coaching. Exit interviews can also be outsourced to an 

HR firm or outplacement agency. Turnover of staff is unavoidable, but it shouldn’t come as a shock. Start thinking 

about retention by demonstrating an interest in people’s development, their career paths, and their well-being. 

When employees leave an organization, you want them to speak well of your organization. It assists in marketing 

your organization and, therefore, your overall ability to recruit. It’s worth spending some time on this. 
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Bridgestar’s New York Nonprofit CFO group meets monthly and is funded in part through the generosity of the 

American Express Foundation, IBM Foundation, The New York Community Trust, and the Rockefeller Foundation. 

For more information about the New York CFO group please email c fo in fo@br idges ta r .o rg

About Bridgestar: Bridgestar is a nonprofit organization. Our mission is to support and strengthen nonprofit 

organizations by enhancing the flow and effectiveness of passionate and highly skilled leaders into and within the 

nonprofit sector. Learn more about Bridgestar, join our vibrant community (free), and access more content like this

at www.bridgestar.org.


