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As a human resources professional with more than 20
years of experience, I’ve had the opportunity to interview,
hire, and unfortunately, fire literally hundreds of people.
An observation over that time period is agreement with

the wise person who stated that people are hired and
promoted based on their technical or hard skills and
fired based on their lack of interpersonal or soft skills.

An informal poll of public and private sector
human resources professionals and other executives
in the Louisville/southern Indiana area found that
without exception today’s employees – from the lowest
to the highest levels in the organization – must possess
strong soft skills to be fully successful. Today, more
than ever, factory workers, office personnel and managers
must learn to be good communicators and demonstrate
exceptional people skills if they are to meet the
workplace demands in a highly competitive environment.

At Apollo America we have tried to “fine tune” our associates’
people skills with training such as Covey’s Principles, the Donnelly
Effect, stress management, conflict management and various
in-house supervisor/leadership programs. Even so, we have found
(via feedback from the biannual attitude surveys and annual
associate small group meetings) that we are far from perfect,
and it is a never-ending battle to arm our associates with the
necessary soft skills in order that they can work successfully in
a team environment.

Once organizations realize that it is actually people, not
computers and machines, who do the real work, then the
organization will have a better chance of success. Of course,
technical skills are important and should definitely be closely

analyzed in the hiring and promotional process. Decision-makers,
however, should be careful not to overlook negotiation, communication,
problem-solving and even political skills. 

Team approach
At Apollo we use a team interviewing process in

which the functional manager, next level manager and
HR all participate in the interview. Co-workers are also
often included in the interview panel. This allows for
everyone to observe together both the technical and
people skills of the individual being considered for hire
or promotion. I also ask the receptionist and others
who may have come into contact with a prospective
employee for their opinions. We have found that
prospects sometimes respond quiet differently to a
receptionist than they do to an interview panel.

While compiling data for this article, I asked several HR
managers for experiences that they were willing to share. One
explained how union relations improved dramatically when the
company’s director of manufacturing was transferred. The person
was described as a very intelligent engineer who unfortunately
was arrogant, non-caring, vindictive and power hungry. It was a
“his way or the highway” management style that had created
an adversarial relationship with the union and office workers. 

The faulty leadership style, in fact, had crippled the organization.
The new manufacturing director is much more people oriented,
and as a result the organization’s recent attitude survey showed
the best ever union relations and a two-fold improvement in
office and shop floor morale. Further, the company’s business
is thriving again, and it is actively hiring additional personnel
rather than experiencing frequent layoffs.

Hiring practices
Another HR professional warned that due to the nature of

their business, they hire technical people who, in turn, hire
people who typically think along the same lines. These people
often see themselves as correct and do not like criticism, which
makes consensus sometimes impossible. Consequently, the company
has initiated a teaching program that includes assertiveness, conflict
management and a concept called the “Oz Principle,” which
emphasizes a more positive leadership style rather than the old
style of “blaming, denying and ignoring.” This company has
also started using team interviews in the effort to avoid hiring
too many people who think exactly the same. 

Still another HR official stated her former manufacturing
plant had closed due to the high cost of litigation. The reason: its
managers, who were technically very competent, had created an
atmosphere of harassment, wrongful discharge and discrimination.
Nearly all managers were promoted from within based on their
technical knowledge of product and processes, their productivity
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HR Award to Return in 2006

Hank Triplett was the 2005 winner of the Ogletree
Deakins/HR Dimensions Human Resources Professional
of the Year Award. The honor was presented earlier

this year at the Indiana Chamber’s 41st Annual HR Conference &
Expo. Information on the 2006 application/nomination
process will be available in January.

The award is open to all full-time human resources
practitioners in the state of Indiana. Consideration is given
to individuals who have made significant contributions to
their company/organization over the past year through
implementation of best practices, organization design and
effectiveness, and alignment and accomplishment of the
strategic direction of their company. 

Triplett received a customized wall plaque, a complimentary
registration for the 2006 Workplace Strategies Advanced
Employment Law Program in Atlanta, Georgia, two nights
accommodations in Atlanta and two round-trip airline
tickets courtesy of AirTran to anywhere it flies in the U.S.
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results and their loyalty. As a result many managers, although
technically proficient, were ill-equipped to truly manage – let
alone lead or deal with people problems. 

These people simply did not have the skills to motivate,
lead or coach their subordinates. As one executive in another
organization observed, people more easily learn technical skills
than change their personalities. Consequently, the plant, once
one of the largest in the area, closed its doors, resulting in
hundreds of lost jobs.

If you were to ask managers 10 or 15 years ago to name the
most important skill they look for in their new hires, particularly

managers, they probably would have said a high degree of
technical competency. Today, technical skills are not at the top
of the list for many. Rather, soft skills such as communication,
negotiation and problem-solving abilities are making their way
to the forefront.
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Author: Hank Triplett is general affairs and human
resources manager for Apollo America Corporation in
Jeffersonville. He can be contacted at (812) 284-3300 or
go to www.apolloamerica.com
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