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Chapter 0: I’ve Learned the Hard Way. 

Building a successful company comes down to one thing: building a successful 

organization. This means hiring Rockstars. Rockstars can’t be created or improved 

from B-Players. They’re rare … by definition, the top 10% of all candidates. But they’re 

game changers. 

Before I share with you what I’ve learned about recruiting Rockstars for your 

company, I want to share that I was named “The Matchmaker” in a cover story for Inc. 

Magazine, and I have directly hired and placed over 3,000 employees. I’ve built five 

startups and advised countless others.  I also had the good fortune of serving as Chief 

Operating Officer of Heidrick & Struggles, one of the world’s largest executive search 

firms. Today, I am the Chairman of Retrofit, a rapidly-growing startup that helps 

people lose at least 10% of their body weight. 

Through these experiences, I have learned that nothing is more important than 

hiring Rockstars in as many roles as possible in your organization. That’s what this 

book is all about. 

Talent isn’t everything. It is the only thing. 

Ideas are a dime a dozen.  In an early-stage company, it’s all about execution; 

and the biggest predictor of execution is having the right people. I am constantly 

bewildered by how many entrepreneurs jump from the idea to the end game, not 

thinking about the culture and the team that is going to build a sustainable company. 

They skip the all-important middle step. 

Recruit A-Players who already have success in their DNA 

Let me tell you an embarrassing story. I made a severe hiring mistake early on 

in my career that was painful. I’ve made no shortage of hiring mistakes, but I am going 

to start by sharing this particular one. 

I was 25 years old, and living in Silicon Valley. I was building my first startup 

and we had just raised $20 million of venture capital funding. My Board of Directors 
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was pushing me to hire our first Chief Financial Officer (CFO). This was my first time 

hiring a heavyweight CFO, in preparation for the growth that lay ahead. 

During this process, I’m sure that I made every mistake in the book: from not 

seeing enough candidates, to not knowing exactly what I wanted. Enter a candidate 

who had taken a company public in Silicon Valley, and had sold two companies. He 

sure sounded good and his references checked out. I hadn’t yet learned about recruiting 

people with the right DNA. I focused on his resume, as many people do. And I hired 

him. 

It was about one month into his tenure when I realized that I had made a huge 

mistake. This guy was disorganized, not proactive, and his reports were actually 

inaccurate (accuracy is kind of important for a CFO). The warning bells were sounded. 

But I waited two months longer than I should have. Two months of pain that I endured; 

that the organization endured. When I finally removed him, a number of my employees 

said, ‘finally…what took you so long?’ People are often hesitant to say something to the 

entrepreneur; you’re always the last to know there’s a problem. But in this case, they 

said, ‘you made the right call and I can’t believe you waited as long as you did.’ 

By having to exit him from the company and backfilling him with a 

replacement, I lost a ton of credibility with my Board of Directors. We lost a lot of 

momentum and hours on this false start. It was a true egg-on-my-face experience. But 

it enlightened me as to the challenges of recruiting, especially in a place as competitive 

as Silicon Valley. And so began my journey to learn more about hiring the right way. 

Everything about this candidate seemed right. He had taken a company public. 

He had sold two companies. On the surface, everything seemed fine. I’m not the kind 

of manager who says, "I need a warm body.” I did many of the right things, but I didn’t 

get them all right. Hiring Rockstars simply demands it. 

I learned so much from the debacle. Fortunately, I also have many success 

stories. I am sharing some of the mistakes that I made, so you can start avoiding them 

today. 

Ten years after that CFO mistake, I led sales & marketing for a company called 

Ameritox. This is a private equity-owned company that had raised outside capital, but 
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just wasn’t executing. They had a great product (urinalysis, of all things) but terrible 

sales force execution. The company brought me in to rebuild the sales force, and I had 

to part ways with 80 percent of the sales reps. I had to rebuild the team from the ground 

up and hire all new reps. This time, I did it the right way, and we got the company back 

on track. 

Early-stage companies all come down to people. Ideas are a dime-a-dozen, but 

when you get the right people, you are just unstoppable. 

The impact of recruiting the right people cannot be overstated. After changing 

nearly the entire sales department at Ameritox, revenues doubled within 12 months, 

and profitability tripled. Many of the sales reps are still with the company years later 

and the company has gone on to do amazing things. 

Those are the kind of results that I want you to produce. From my experience, I 

pulled out what has worked and I share it here with you so you can hire the people who 

will deliver the kind of results every growth company dreams of. Tripling profitability 

within 12 months doesn’t happen easily. But if I can do it, you can too. So let’s get started. 
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Chapter 1: What is the First Step? 

The first thing that I’ve learned is that you cannot be half-pregnant on recruiting 

A-Players. You either commit to hiring the right way; or, honestly, you’re better off 

flipping a coin, as I did with that CFO. Sure, you will save yourself a lot of time, you will 

get a butt in the empty seat, and you can get a warm body very quickly. But you’ll never 

build a great business. 

By aspiring to build a team of A-Players, you are committing to investing a 

serious amount of time. I’m talking 50% of your time. Fifty percent! That said, you will 

save this time many-fold down the road. When you build an organization, and recruit 

Rockstars, you build a healthy culture. You recruit people who can make decisions, who 

can be empowered, who do not need to be motivated. I fundamentally believe that you 

cannot motivate someone for the long-term. You will save a ton of time later, as a 

manager, as a founder, and as a CEO. But it does take time up-front. It can take dozens 

and dozens of hours to recruit just one Rockstar. 

Designing the specification - figuring out what you truly need in the role - can 

take hours. Then, hours and hours of phone screens. Fifteen minutes a pop, and you 

may need to do those with 20 or 30 candidates. Then there is a thorough, digging 

interview, which can last two to four hours, with each finalist. It can take you the better 

part of 30 or 40 hours in total, to fill one position. Again, if you can get that one position 

right, it’ll save you much more down the road. Only you can decide if you are prepared 

to make this investment upfront, or if you prefer to deal with the ugly surprises & 

repercussions later. 

Before you decide, bear this in mind: every major study has confirmed that, if 

you get the hire wrong, you & your business are going to lose three times that person’s 

annual compensation. When you drill into the cost, ill-will with customers, recruiting 

the person’s replacement, severance cost, benefits cost, productivity cost, it can easily 

come to three times that person’s annual compensation.  

So, for a $100,000/year sales rep, you can be looking at a huge chunk of change 

for making a hiring mistake. When you think about it that way, you’ll tend to hire more 
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carefully. Every time I am tempted to jump the gun and just get a butt in the seat, I 

remember that pain and that money, and I slow down. If you take nothing else from 

this book, please hire slow and fire fast. 

In addition, it can be dangerous to bring the wrong person into your business. 

Never mind that the really wrong person could end up doing all kinds of other damage 

to the business. Having the wrong person who needs to be fired, then replaced three 

times, and with recruiting, with re-training …it is the stuff that destroys companies. 

With early-stage companies, the damage can be far worse. Not only did you hire 

the wrong person, but also I’ve learned that it is the first 20 people that will define the 

culture of that company for years to come. So, if you get on the wrong track with the 

wrong people and the wrong DNA, it’s not an easy course correction. You can take a 

great idea, and doom it from the start with the wrong hires.  
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Chapter 2: What is DNA-based Hiring? 

I’ve invested a ton of time learning about what has been identified as the key 

predictors of success in candidates. There have been many studies on this and, as it 

turns out, the number one predictor of success is the candidate’s innate, raw 

characteristics. I call this their “DNA.” These are things that are hardwired early in 

someone’s life, and they are very difficult to change.  

DNA includes characteristics such as drive, determination, persistence, 

curiosity, and charisma. Yet, over & over, the number one thing most people look for 

when evaluating candidates is previous work experience.  

So many entrepreneurs think to themselves, “If this candidate worked for one 

of my competitors, they must be good.” They equate work experience, the names of 

previous companies on the resume, or the schools attended - with talent. In reality, 

those factors actually are not great predictors of success. But DNA, as it turns out, is a 

phenomenal predictor of success. 

Let’s use hiring sales reps as an example. Just because a sales rep has been 

successful in a previous role does not necessarily mean they will be successful in your 

company’s situation, particularly if it is a different type of sale.  

You’ll need to drill into things such as: how long was the sale cycle, who were 

they selling to, was it a transactional sale or a consultative sale, what was the average 

ticket size, and so on. Questions like these can help drill into their previous experience 

and uncover why they might not be successful in your business. 
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Chapter 3:  

How to Figure Out Your Company’s DNA 

 

Here’s a simple exercise to uncover the key DNA that already exists at your 

company: Think of the three people in your company that you would say have the ideal 

DNA. These are your current Rockstars, the folks to model. It doesn’t even matter their 

precise roles.  

Once you’ve got them in mind, identify the three to five characteristics they 

have in common with each other. For example: they are driven, they are curious, they 

are relentless, they work harder than anybody else, etc. Commit these to paper, and 

what you will quickly find is that those should become a key part of the hiring criteria 

going forward. 

Now, if you are a new entrepreneur who has not yet hired a team, this exercise 

becomes a little more difficult. You must envision the people that will be believe will 

succeed in your type of company. Again, you want to start there, versus where most 

people do, which is to start with the experience (i.e. ‘I want someone with five to ten 

years experience selling enterprise software.’) Those things are secondary to DNA in 

predicting someone’s success. 

A typical recruiting success rate is about 50-50. You might as well flip a coin. 

From the many people that I have interviewed over the years, and books that I have 

read, there is about a 50 percent chance that the person you have hired is going to be 

successful in your company, for even a few years. It is a poor ratio.  

The best recruiter in history - Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric - is 

one of my heroes. He found that you would never get better than 80/20 accuracy. You 

are never going to get it perfect; there is only so much you can do in the interview 

process to reduce the risk of a mistake. But there is a big difference between 50% 

accuracy and 80%. And so a process that focuses on DNA recruiting can improve that 

batting average, and this can make an enormous difference for your business. 

If you are doing everything right, when you look at a company with five people, 

one of them is not going to be the right fit. If you hire five people over the next six 
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months, one of them just is not going to make it, or they are going to say goodbye to 

your company. 

The flip side of hiring slow is that you must commit to firing fast. It takes a lot of 

time to hire, but as soon as you realize you have made a mistake, the clock is already 

ticking. It does not mean you boot someone out on his or her tail, and it does not mean 

you are disrespectful. But keeping someone onboard for a year in the hope that they 

are going to change or improve, is usually a delusion. In your business, it can be a fatal 

mistake because when you have five people, all five need to be performing at peak 

levels. 

Many people have made that mistake. It may seem as though you can afford to 

just keep paying their salary and settling. Or maybe it’s your fault… You are not the 

right manager, you are not expressing properly what you are looking for, and you are 

not managing them appropriately. So you look the other way, and let the B-Player stay 

onboard. 

When I’ve had to part ways with someone (I dread it … it is absolutely the worst 

day in business) - nine times out of ten, I say to myself, "I wish I had done that sooner." 

You feel it so strongly in your gut, you had some question marks in the interview 

process that you got past and you plowed forward. Then, four weeks in -- just as with 

my Chief Financial Officer -- you know in your heart that you’ve made a mistake. 
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Chapter 4:  

Most People Write a Job Spec Entirely Wrong 

 

The next step in the process is to define what it is you are looking for: the job 

profile, job spec, or job description. Call it what you want; most people miss the mark. 

You’d be floored at how often I see people try to hire someone - or ask me to 

introduce them to candidates - and I say, ‘sure, let me see the job spec.’ They respond 

with ‘Well, we haven’t quite put it down on paper yet.’ What they’re really saying is 

either (a) "I don’t really know what I’m looking for" (my response: then why are you 

trying to hire someone?) or (b) “I’m too busy” (my response: c’mon, really?) 

This is such an important investment, in your company’s cash and your 

personal time. If you’re too busy to commit to paper for a couple of hours what it is 

you’re looking for, then you’re too busy to conduct interviews and go through this 

process the right way. I tell people that, I refuse to help them, and introduce them to 

folks I know from my network, when they do not even know what it is they are looking 

for. 

There are four key things that must be included in a job spec. It need not be long 

or sexy. In fact, in my experience, the shorter the better. Here they are: 

• What is this person going to be doing every day? Literally, what is the work that 

needs to be done each day? This is very important, especially in an early-stage 

company, where we are thinking over the next 12 months, next 6 months, and the 

next 2 weeks. When you really drill down into it – whether its a software developer 

or a head of business development -- those daily behaviors or activities can be very 

different, depending on the situation, so you have to nail those. Make a list of what 

they’ll be doing with their time. 

• What does success look like? How am I going to know 6 or 12 months down the 

road that I made a great hire and if this was a great fit? What metrics can we look at, 

what products will they have developed, what deals will they have signed? Push 

yourself to quantify this as much as possible. It won’t be perfectly accurate, but 
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don’t use that as an excuse not to commit it to paper. 

• Competencies: This is two-fold: 

§ the company DNA discussed earlier – culture fit above all else 

§ what competencies does a person need to have to set them up for success 

such as we have defined in #2? What innate characteristics were they 

born with that will help ensure success in this role? 

• Title: Create a job title that is compelling. It can help sell the role, and that is a great 

thing in early stage companies because you can be somewhat creative about the 

title. Most people come up with the title first and go from there. I complete this step 

last, to accurately reflect the charter of the role.  

 

Titles are a marketing tool for attracting the right candidates. There are 

entrepreneurs that say “I’m title conscious and I don’t want to disrupt the hierarchy” I 

get that. Other folks say “Titles are cheap. I can give them away.” I’m in the latter camp. 

Everyone wants to be a ‘Chief whatever officer,’ and I get both sides of the argument. 

For early stage companies, they tend to fall into the latter, especially in a difficult 

recruiting environment where hiring A-Players is hard. I say: use everything in your 

arsenal. If it comes down to a title, give them the title. I try not to hire people that are 

title-conscious, but sometimes it is just important to someone and so you need to be 

flexible. Another possibility: tell them to come in and earn the title within 6 months 

when they accomplish x, y, and z. And of course stick to your word. 

Show them the money. 

Now that you have this spec, you need to figure out the target compensation for 

the role. The reality is that every early-stage company only has so much money. You 

need to define it upfront, or you’ll waste a ton of time in the recruiting process. Talking 

to certain candidates can be a huge waste of time if their current comp is too high or 

too low… we’ll circle back to that in a bit. You have to figure out upfront how much you 

can afford to pay, and be realistic. The reason this is important to do at this point is that 

we are looking for Rockstars. I define a Rockstar as the top 10% of all available 

candidates at the compensation that you are able to offer. Every early-stage company 

has limits. Start by knowing yours for the particular position. 
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Let’s use an example. If I’m able to offer only $60,000 for a marketing manager, 

then I have to look at the top 10% who are willing & able to take this job for $60,000. If 

I can afford to pay $100,000, then I’d be looking at a different set of candidates. It is 

important to nail down, as best you can, your absolute compensation limit. To save 

time, don’t vacillate and say to yourself “I’ll bump the compensation later if I have to.”  

Here’s the key: You want to be looking at candidates that are currently earning 

approximately 20%-25% below your max target. People for whom this would be a 

meaningful increase. If they are currently earning the same comp as your max target, 

then you have to figure out why the person would be motivated to take this role. (They 

likely wouldn’t and may be fishing, so they may not be a good investment of your 

valuable time). Unless there are other factors (they’re bored, they’re tired of a long 

commute, etc), but typically you want to find Rockstar candidates at this “20% less” 

level (in this case, $48-50,000) and bring them up to the $60,000 level. 

If they are an A-Player, I will give people that 20%-25% pay bump, just by 

walking in the door and committing to work at our company. They will be highly 

motivated to consider and take the role, and to succeed in it. But if their compensation 

is already around $60,000, you must ask yourself why would s/he would make the 

move. 

Calling them up to the major leagues. 

Typically, you will find a Rockstar that is ready to be called up. I think of this as 

calling a minor up to the big league. It’s a great analogy, and for that person, this is a 

fantastic move; they are thrilled to have this opportunity. If the person is already at this 

compensation level, I worry, why are they taking it, are they going to stay, and is this 

just a stepping-stone or a move of desperation? 

On the other hand, if the candidate’s current compensation level is too low – 

let’s say 50% less that the target comp - it is likely that this is too big of a step and I am 

looking at someone who is just too junior for the position. I believe in a relatively 

efficient market for compensation levels, particularly with the advent of salary.com 

How do you know what people have earned? Just ask. If you’re going to decide 

at this point to spend potentially hours & hours with this person – selling, interviewing, 
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reference checking – it makes no sense for you to get all the way through the process, 

only to realize that they’re making $50,000 more than you can afford. You don’t have 

that kind of time. So ask their current compensation level. Early. In the first discussion 

or two. Not just before you extend an offer only to find an ugly surprise. 

There is certainly a way to ask. I have learned that the way to ask, during the 

initial phone screening, is: "if I could convince you that this opportunity was 

significantly more attractive to you, both from a financial standpoint and other 

standpoints, is it something you might want to spend time talking about?" Before I even 

ask the earnings question, they will usually say "of course. Why wouldn’t I?" I then say, 

"Super, I really appreciate that because I think this is a unique career opportunity. To 

save us both a lot of time, would you be willing to share with me, what you earned last 

year?" You would be shocked at what percentage of people will answer that question 

without being insulted. They do not want to waste their time either. I rarely have people 

refuse to answer the question. They understand that it is part of the process. Sometimes 

I need to ask twice. But people usually answer honestly. 
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Chapter 5: Create A Scorecard 

Before you start meeting with candidates, you need to figure out how you’ll 

compare them. I recommend putting together a grid: across the top are the essential 

characteristics (no more than five); down the left side are all the candidates we are going 

talk to. This scorecard is vital. I usually rate each candidate on each factor from 1 to 10; 

some people prefer ranking A to C. It doesn’t matter.  

You are using this Scorecard because it is vital in the recruiting process to 

compare & contrast candidates. I know that sounds obvious, but when you’re going to 

cast a wide net, you need to quickly decide who to invest time with. I know you’re smart, 

but don’t trust your memory on this one. The candidates all start to run together in your 

mind. 

The scorecard is particularly useful when there are multiple interviewers (hint: 

there should Always be multiple interviewers). For example, when I led a division of 

Heidrick & Struggles, one of the largest global executive search firms, our clients often 

were not on the same page internally. You could have three VP’s and none of them were 

looking for the same person, and so they couldn’t make the hiring decision. When you 

drill into why not, it is because they had not agreed on a scorecard. It is important for 

the hiring manager and the interviewers to say, “What is it we are looking for?” and 

commit that to paper. 

Rockstars rarely score below an 8 on a scale of 10. 

The challenge for most entrepreneurs is that they settle with fours, fives, and 

sixes and the difference in productivity between a four, fix and six and an eight, nine 

and ten can be two to three times. It is always worth holding out. I have kept positions 

open for months, holding out for an Rockstar. I have never regretted it because I didn’t 

have to clean up and do the damage control of sweeping out the B-Player that I settled 

with. 

It is a lot of work to find an Rockstar. If you find someone who is a B-Player, 

can’t you just hire them and train them to be an A-player, so that you do not have to 
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continue waiting for this spot to be filled? 

The answer is yes and no. You can train for skills. If it is a software developer 

who has less job and development skills then you might like, you can train for it. But 

you cannot train or change DNA. They are inherent characteristics that are long-

established. Experts have done studies that have found these are patterns we nail down 

in our teen years. They are unlikely to change, barring any kind of any major life event.  

If you want to create a master networker, incredibly articulate or with a lot of 

drive, those are not things that are trainable. You will be very frustrated, because it just 

does not happen. If someone is not a networker, who loves networking and you put him 

or her in that role, even with the best supervisor who encourages networking and can 

teach it, will not make that person come out of his or her shell to become a great 

networker. All you can do is make them a few degrees better. Maybe, in time, they can 

improve, and they could become sufficient, but that is way more time then we have as 

early-stage business leaders. 
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Chapter 6: 

I’ll Bet That You Find This Person by Networking 

Ironically, the first company I started was an internet-based recruiting 

company. I had the good fortune of pioneering that category. But today, job board and 

internet recruiting are not the best way to find candidates, nor are recruiters. As a 

former recruiter, I can say that the best way to find people is through personal 

networking. Eighty percent of the time, when you recruit Rockstars, it is from your 

network (which also speaks to the importance of continuing to build your network. In 

many ways, we are the sum collective total of our networks.) 

Someone in your network, no matter how small your network might be, likely 

knows a Rockstar for this position. Yet, so few people use their network fully when it’s 

time to hire. They just post it on a job board or they hire a recruiter. What I have found 

is that a trusted colleague will rarely introduce you to a bozo or a B-Player because that 

referral has their name on it.  

That referral comes with a lot of credibility. Referrals help you identify passive 

candidates - people who are not looking - which of course, job boards can’t. It is faster 

and less expensive. Yes, it takes time but with the internet, LinkedIn, Facebook and 

email, it does not take that much time to get the word out. 

I hired a head of channel marketing at Dyson, the consumer products company, 

through networking. He did a fantastic job, and we found him through an industry 

contact. When it comes to networking, I’m talking about colleagues, friends, family, 

board members, investors, and industry contacts (such as editors, writers, folks in the 

industry association). They know the top performers.  

In this case, I spoke to a number of industry experts and this person's name kept 

coming up. So, I called him and said, “Your name has come up a couple times and I 

would love to talk with you.” He was so flattered that he was happy to listen about the 

role. A couple months later, he was part of our team. This was five years ago. Now, using 

LinkedIn, it is a cinch to be able to track down someone using your network. 

Ask your contacts “Who is the best at (whatever you’re looking for this person 
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to do)?” and “Who would you hire again for this type of position?” Offer a referral 

bonus. $1,000 is a good start (and a great motivator). Offer a friend or network members 

a cash bonus or even a Starbucks gift card. You can do whatever feels appropriate and 

whatever you can afford. I’ve given a dinner, or a trip. I have given $1,000. I tend to find 

if someone is not motivated to help you for $1,000, then paying $5,000 is not going to 

either. They are either going to put in the time or they are not. It is something to 

encourage them to spend their time actually thinking, “Wow, who do I know for this 

role?”  

It does not take that much time and some people do it for free, but others value 

their time and say, “What’s in it for me?” I want to make sure something’s in it for them 

but it does not need to be a lot. It can be a $50 Starbucks card if that is all your company 

can afford. But it can make the difference between people racking their brain or taking 

a spin through their LinkedIn network versus not. 
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Chapter 7: Let The Screening Begin 

 I typically like to review 50 to 100 candidates for a role, so that I can cast a wide 

net, and see what the market has to offer (again, at compensation that is 20% less than 

the target.) It could be resumes or applications. It could just be a LinkedIn profiles; if 

they are not actively looking, they probably do not have a resume up to date. If 50-100 

people enter the top of the funnel, I know at least one will hit the mark & be closable.  

Again, if we are looking only for Rockstars, we are looking for the top 10%. How 

can we accurately assess who is in the top 10% unless we are looking at a wide enough 

group of people for comparison? 5 or 10 just isn’t sufficient. The funnel of the recruiting 

process is the same as the funnel of a sales process. 

How do you know that someone is relentlessly driven or just relentlessly driven 

to get a job? You are not going to know that from a piece of paper. To be clear, a resume 

is nothing but a sales brochure. I’ve learned the hard way over time. But by looking at 

a resume or a LinkedIn background, you can come to some conclusions as to whether 

the person has been in situations, where they were successful, that would have required 

those innate characteristics. A key missing ingredient of most resumes is any kind of 

quantifiable achievements or accomplishments. 

If I am looking at a resume or a LinkedIn profile, and I do not see any numbers 

or metrics - or anything that shows what impact this person made - I will not invest the 

time, because it’s unlikely to be there. I just do not have the time for guesswork. 

Rockstars love to talk about their accomplishments, and show off those metrics -- what 

they achieved, what they sold, how many calls they made, what products they shipped, 

etc. You can connect those to those DNA characteristics. But you are not going to know 

these DNA for sure until you interview the candidates. 

We will get into interviews in a moment.  First remember that by looking at the 

pattern (or “arc”) of their career and asking the same questions repeatedly for each 

position they have held, you quickly can connect the dots and see how driven the 

person was, or was this person lucky, or some other circumstance. 
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The screening process takes this 100 or so people at the top of our funnel and 

narrows it down to 4 to 5 candidates. These are not 4 to 5 candidates that you have met 

with and scored in-person. We are just talking about 4 to 5 candidates recommended 

by the right people, who have a relevant background, and who are in the right 

compensation range. 

To decide who I am going to invest my time with in-person, I need to winnow 

that list of a 100 down to 4 or 5. I review the resumes to eliminate the candidates who 

were not in comparable situations previously. I’m looking for experience in similar-

sized companies with similar issues (start up mode, turnaround mode, new product 

launch, etc). If they don’t have relevant experience, they may very well be prepared to 

learn on the fly, but in an early-stage company, I can rarely afford to take the risk and 

find out. 

Now there are some people that I actually want to talk to, and I conduct 15-

minute, disciplined screenings. I do not meet people “for coffee” or invest an hour for 

lunch with someone who may or may not be worth my time for this process. That is 

different - that is networking. I love to do that, but do not mistake that for the interview 

process. I don’t have time for 1-hour meals with candidates that are far from the mark. 

Do you? 

Do they make it past the screen? 

I’ve found that a well-paced 15-minute phone screen (Skype or Facetime video 

are even better) is sufficient to vet whether the candidate is worth putting real time into. 

I don’t know if they’re right for the job, but I can typically screen out the folks that 

aren’t. When I interview someone, it is a real interview, it can be two to three hours. I 

cannot do that for more than four or five people, in an interview process. So I keep a 

very high standard for that initial screen. When in doubt, I throw them out. 

To recruit a Chief Marketing Officer for our startup Retrofit, I screened about 

90 candidates and met with 6 in-person. Kim turned out to be fantastic. She was 

introduced to me via a mutual acquaintance, and after some key questions on Facetime 

(her passion was evident), I asked her, "Tell me about your biggest career success ever, 

what you are proudest of?" That tells me a lot about the person, because if I’m not 
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impressed by what they define as their crowning achievement, I know something’s 

lacking.  

She demonstrated a great amount of self-awareness and she was very 

forthcoming about her weaknesses. I love hearing this from people because I know they 

are not just in selling mode; there’s some authenticity. Within 15 minutes, I asked to 

meet in-person on the next day. This was amongst 5 other candidates, but she easily got 

the job after a full interview. 

I have a list of questions that I ask people in that initial screen conversation. One 

question above all others is vital: "who are going to be your references? If we get all the 

way through this process, with whom am I going to speak?” You would be amazed with 

B-Players or C-Players, on a phone screen. They cannot produce who those references 

are going to be. I just won’t invest the time to meet with them.  

Rockstars, however, are able to provide you with references from virtually every 

role they have held (possibly excluding their current role, due to confidentiality). They 

are proud to put those people in front of you, and those people are pleased to speak on 

their behalf; they love it. But a B-Player and C-Player, if you say “are your past five roles 

all going to be referenced by your manager, not by some colleague or friend?” you’ll be 

amazed at the excuses: “I can’t find that guy, I can’t track him down.” “Well, we had a 

falling out” “I don’t know what he would say.” I just do not have the time, and so that is 

a vital part of the screener. 
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Chapter 8: 

The Secret to Interviewing Better Than 99% of Managers 

Now it’s time for the interview. I call this the “dig” interview. My interview style 

is different from most, and it has been refined over the years. What I have learned from 

careful study is that the hypothetical questions that most interviewers ask are useless.  

Questions like, ‘what would you do if…?’ or, ‘How would you handle this 

situation?’ I do not really care because that is not going to predict anything. The 

candidate does not have enough facts to develop a useful answer. What is highly 

predictive is going back in time and plotting the arc of this person’s career by focusing 

on each of the roles and asking the same questions repeatedly to identify patterns. Past 

performance is the best indicator of their future successes, so why not really dig into 

them. 

I am looking for patterns of success, because the pattern of an Rockstar rarely 

changes. The pattern of a B- and C- player is often highly variable. If I go through these 

roles by the end of those two hours, I say, ‘This is clearly a B-Player or C-Player,’ it is 

highly unlikely that if I hire them, they will become a Rockstar. I know I have the wrong 

person. 

In the Dig interview, I focus on roles held during the past ten years; I do not go 

back into ancient history. Too much has changed since then, and ten years of 

experience gives me enough to work with. At the same time, I do not spend time on 

roles that are less than two years in duration. The reason for that is that it’s very hard 

for an individual to make an impact in less than two years (one year in the absolute 

minimum when talking about startups.) If they have too many one-year stints, I just do 

not have time to invest to figure out why. They may have good reasons – it may be 

unfair, but I do not have the time to guess. 

So if someone was in a job for three or six months, I do not even ask about it 

because it is not going to tell me anything. What you will typically find for most 

candidates is there is two to four meaty roles we can drill into. I dig and ask the same 
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questions for each of those roles. There are no trick questions, and I will actually tell 

the candidate the questions in advance because I have nothing to hide. But I am really 

going to dig into the answers on these questions. The key is in the follow-up question. 

I’m like a prosecuting attorney, and I’m respectfully asking questions of the witness. I 

don’t settle for the first answer. I dig. I dig. And then I dig some more. And Rockstars 

love it; they love sharing the details; they relish it. B- and C-Players dread this like a 

dental exam. 

What am I asking? 

I ask a sales candidate “How did you make the numbers?” They go into immense 

detail “Well, I sold to this customer, to this customer.” I call it the Columbo method, 

from the famous TV show. I just keep asking and asking and asking for details. 

Eventually, the stories of the B-Players and C-Players fall apart. Whereas Rockstars can 

substantiate and explain how it happened. When someone is successful in a role, you 

do not know upfront whether they got lucky, inherited a big account, or it just fell in 

their lap. When you drill into these questions, you can find the answer.  

The downside is that it takes time. It takes thirty minutes for every five years of 

experience. If you are interviewing someone who is forty years old, it can easily be a 

two-hour interview to establish those facts. But there’s no better time investment for 

an entrepreneur. None. Period. 

In the Dig interview, you are looking to establish patterns. The only way that 

you can do this is by asking the same questions over & over, so that you can 

comparatively plot out the arc of someone’s career. Has this person crested? You will 

see that. Is this person on the upswing? You will see that too. You also need to compare 

across candidates, and you cannot do that if you are asking different questions of each 

candidate. Again, hypothetical questions do not answer anything; so ask questions 

about their accomplishments & achievements & failures.  

The only exception is that you do not want multiple interviewers asking the 

same questions. That will just annoy the candidate. When you are trying to attract a 

Rockstar, and you have an annoying recruiting process, you have a problem. Only one 

person should be conducting this Dig interview, and other interviewers might be 
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looking for other things, such as DNA & culture fit. 

 

Chapter 9: What Questions Are You Asking? 

I recommend that you take each of the candidate’s previous roles and break it 

down. I ask these questions regarding Role Number 1: What was the charter of the role? 

What situation did you step into? Whom did you report to and how will they rate you 

when I speak with them? What did you do on a daily basis? What were your biggest 

achievements in the role? Failures? What did you learn from that experience? Then I 

ask the same questions for Role Number 2 and so on, for each one of their roles, and 

allow for 20 minutes per set of questions. 

All of this transparency & consistency also puts the candidate at ease, and 

relaxes the pressure of the situation. This is important; otherwise, we are wasting our 

time in a sales pitch. When I sit down and prepare the candidate, I say, ‘my interviewing 

style is very different than other interviews you may have had. There are no trick 

questions here. I’m going to tell you even up front what the questions are, and all I’m 

trying to do is understand, from the time you’re graduated school or what have you, 

until the present.’  

Rockstars love telling their story. And I take careful written notes, so that I can 

validate them with the reference check later. This is too important to trust my memory. 

Once I have the answers I need, I move onto the next section. I want to 

understand what their manager is going to say about them when I talk to them in 

reference checks. How was their compensation structured? What did they do every 

day? Why did they leave? These answers give important pieces, important clues. 

When we went through these interview questions at Retrofit, when we found 

our VP of Wellness, it became very apparent that this candidate was very self-aware, 

very proud of his accomplishments. He was also honest about his biggest failures. He 

set my expectations in terms of what I was going to hear from each reference. Those 

references were spot-on what he said they were going to say. The information synced 

up and validated.  
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I always ask “what situation did you step into?” and so in his situation, he had 

been in situations that were very similar to ours, and that is highly predictive of success. 

This gave us confidence to move forward with him and ultimately hire him. I was able 

to reduce the risk of a bad hire dramatically. 

If we are interviewing a 25-year-old software developer, I still want to look at 

their past 10 years. So I will go back to high school, leadership experience in college, 

and ask why they picked the college they attended to understand their thought process, 

etc. 
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Chapter 10: It’s Time to Compare 

The key at the end of the Dig interview is to go back to the scorecard, and 

complete the scorecard right then and there, while the answers are still fresh in your 

mind. Then compare the candidate scorecards, and sit down with other interviewers. 

In many companies – where everyone is busy - that discussion may not happen for 

weeks. Don’t let it happen! You simply must make this a priority. Or the discussion may 

not happen at all or it is an email, ‘I like this guy.’ How useless is that? You must drill 

your interviewers for specifics: What did you like about him? How does she compare 

and contrast to the other candidates? What are his shortcomings? How big a risk would 

we be taking in hiring her? This is a vital decision, a potentially expensive decision, and 

people often do not take it seriously.  

The other piece to remember is that Rockstars have to be wooed and sold. You 

need to do this in parallel, not in serial. Frequently, a founder will interview and 

interview, and at the end of the process they’ll say, ‘wow this guy or gal I like, so now 

I’m going to start wooing them to join my startup’, and it doesn’t work. You need to 

have been selling them throughout the process. It is a give-and-take process. Rockstars 

deserve it and are courted continually by companies. Never forget that you are fighting 

a war for talent, unless you’re willing to settle for B-Players. 

You are not selling them to pull the wool over their eyes. You are explaining to 

them why this is a great career opportunity. Explain why it’s a great opportunity, the 

new skills they are going to develop, the company’s market opportunity, the product 

we are going to make that is going to create the world, the venture funding we’ve 

secured which gives us social credibility, etc.  

One of the questions I ask during the Dig interview is “what is missing in your 

current role?” I write that down, and it becomes our key selling item for later. Now I 

know why they would consider making a move: I’m bored, I hate my boss, I’m 

underpaid, my commute is 2 hours a day, etc. These are important things to establish 

early on; we are going to use those later, and you know it is a sales process for Rockstars. 

The cultural impact of this in-depth vetting process is long-lasting. Imagine 
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your employees feeling so proud that this is the process that they went through.  They 

didn’t just get some job; like you, they invested time in the process and found a “home” 

where they can prosper. 

My team calls this “running the gauntlet” of our recruiting process. It builds an 

amazing & strong culture. It is such a pleasure to work at a company of Rockstars and 

the culture starts to spit out B-Players. The body just rejects those cells. But if you 

initially hire the wrong people, your culture gets off to the wrong start and it is difficult 

to turn around the culture later. 

It’s important to explain to candidates early in the process that you have a high 

bar, a high standard, and that has created a great culture of Rockstars and it improves 

your odds for success. Tell them you want to set their expectations on what this process 

is going to consist of. Ironically, B- and C-players will frequently opt-out of the process 

upfront because they know that their deficiencies are going to be found out. This is 

great - it ultimately will save your time. Yes, on the margin, there might be some people 

that feel like they need to be wooed, and why would they have to endure the recruiting 

process, and they will go away, and shame on us that we missed a Rockstar, but that is 

worth it versus making a hiring mistake. 
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Chapter 11:  Job Auditions are an Invaluable Tool 

I also do something that Whole Foods does. After I identify people that I might 

want to hire through interviews, we go through an ‘audition’ process. 

This is an extra step, and 99% of the managers that I have met over the years do 

not include this step. But it really works and further reduces your risk of a bad hire. 

Let’s say we find the two finalist candidates. If we interviewed 4 or 5 A-Players, 

we should have 2. You are always looking for 2, in case one does not take the job, you 

still have a backup candidate. Otherwise, you have to start the whole process again.  

We give the 2 finalists a job audition. Job auditions are highly predictive of 

success. They vary based on role. It is a test drive, and it may be an hour, a day, a week, 

or a weekend. I have learned there are specific auditions for different roles. If it is a sales 

role, we will give a sample assignment. The candidate needs to develop a pitch and 

present it to us. Then we are going to give some objections and see how they handle 

those. We give them background reading on the customer they will be presenting to. 

If it is a software developer role, I want to see the work you have created. Here 

is the assignment: You are going to spend the weekend developing something. If it is a 

financial role, they can analyze the P & L statement. We are happy to pay them for their 

time, and I do not want anyone to think we are getting free labor. If it means giving 

them $100 for their weekend, or $50 an hour, whatever it is, that is nothing compared 

to the cost of a bad hire.  

This is not about getting free work; it is about seeing how someone thinks, what 

questions they ask, their creativity, and and whether s/he goes above and beyond. You 

frequently see people do that homework assignment and stick to the letter of the law, 

and not go one step further. Rockstars go three steps further. That alone tells you a ton. 

Not only did they do what I asked, but also they thought about this, then did this, and 

checked Google and did some research. Now you know you have a winner on your 

hands. It is a vital step of the recruiting process.  

This is different from many businesses (“let’s hire him for three months and if 
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we’re not happy, then we’ll get rid of him.”) Why go through all that hassle and cost 

and risk when you can find out in a weekend. Just tell the finalists “We are going to pay 

you to do this typical job over the weekend. We want you to see what life is like here 

for you, and to see what your results will be for us, if we continue to work together.” 

A Rockstar, who is genuinely interested in the role, is thrilled for a job audition. 

Because, again, that is a place for them to show off their talents and their gifts. If it is a 

hacker, they will code something and explain it to you, and he will be all excited about 

it. If it is a market research person, they will spend hours on Google and they will come 

up with a thesis on some unique positioning for your product. Again, I do not want any 

free labor here, I am happy to pay for it, but it is amazing what you will see in terms of 

work product. Even if it is way off and it is not right, the level of depth of the thinking 

of people is incredible. 

We used a test drive assignment when hiring every sales position at Ameritox. 

We asked the finalists to read information about the market and our product, 

competitors, and customers that they were going to present. Then we asked them to 

design a 15-minute sales presentation and come back and pitch it to us in a week. Again, 

some people fall out and say, do not have time, not interested, etc. Some people cannot 

put slides together, they cannot articulate a story, they clearly have not read the 

material, or they try to wing it. 

During the presentation, we role-play as the customer. Some are great at giving 

a presentation, but terrible at overcoming our objections. In other words, they can 

memorize and rehearse anything, but as soon as you ask a question that’s challenging 

they freeze up, they cannot think on their feet. We would typically do that with the two 

or three finalists for each role, and the person that nailed that audition, 9 times out of 

10 got the offer. It dramatically reduced the risk of a bad hire. 
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Chapter 12: Vital Reference Checks  (…that most managers skip altogether) 

 Next, we are going to check the finalist’s references. You check their references 

after the audition. Why not before you invite them in to do the work? Because checking 

references is time-consuming, if done properly.  

References for Rockstars are thrilled to speak on their behalf, so the dirty little 

secret of recruiting is the whole situation around a company’s policy. You will 

frequently hear ‘We do not give references’. While I understand there are legalities 

behind it, the legal issue technically applies when the reference is going to give a bad 

reference, but when the reference is going to say nothing but glowing, terrific things, 

you have to ask yourself, ‘why can’t this person produce a glowing reference?’ 

(Anything less than glowing, and I pass on the candidate). 

 I will push hard and say, ‘why will this person not be a reference for you?’ and 

if they say, ‘well I don’t know if I can find him,’ I will find him on LinkedIn. LinkedIn 

has taken that excuse off the table. They frequently cave and say, ‘well, in the end we 

had a big falling out and here’s what happened’. There may be a good reason, maybe 

not, but if the candidate cannot produce references, that is a big red flag. 

I conduct references in a very different way than most. Most people will check 

only the references that the candidate gives them. They will be very brief references 

and they are hoping like hell not to hear anything that will sway their decision, because 

their mind is already made up. They’re thinking, "I want Tom. He’s really perfect for 

the job. So now I’m just looking for validating information about Tom," Or the 

interview is to cover your ass, so that you can tell your manager or Board that you’ve 

checked reviews. I would submit that you should just save your time, just hire Tom and 

get on with things because you are not going to listen to the references anyway. 

When I conduct references for the final two candidates, it is before I extend an 

offer. I want to understand which references were given, who is missing from that list, 

and why. If I have received three of the four managers this person has had, why was I 

not given that fourth manager? I will have a discussion with the candidate about that. 

How long does it take the candidate to arrange the calls? I ask the finalists to arrange 
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the interviews and Rockstars can get those references on the phone quickly, whereas 

B- and C-Players… well, people are not so energized and willing to speak on their 

behalf. 

Once I get those interviews on the phone, reach may be a 30-minute 

conversation where I truly dig into what impact the person made, rating them against 

the DNA that we identified upfront. I ask, “will you hire him again?” If they agree 

without any hesitation, great. Anything less than that is a red flag. I look for why they 

departed and I will try to match up those stories to make sure it links back to what the 

candidate told me, and if it does not, that is a yellow flag. 

In some cases, there are managers that the candidate just cannot produce. With 

other managers that I speak to, it was not so much what they said, it was what they did 

not say. I had to read between the lines. It was clear that this was not a well-referenced 

individual, and I although I was tempted, I decide not to move forward. If you had put 

a B-Player in that role, particularly a sales role, s/he could have done a terrible job with 

customers, done more damage to the territory, made the company look bad. I would 

rather have nobody then a B- or C-Player. 

A key question I ask of references is “how would I coach the person for success? 

Assuming I hire John, how do I get the most out of him?” His former managers will tell 

you how John responds and how you’ll want to coach him. That will save me a ton of 

time as John’s manager in the future, so that part is less about a reference check then 

saving me time down the road.  

I will do all that with the provided references. Then, I use LinkedIn to find 

backdoor references i.e. people the candidate did not give me. All is fair in love and 

recruiting. I’m trying to find former colleges, former customers, anyone that I know has 

worked for that company, as long as they have been in a position to speak about this 

person’s experience directly (not second-hand) I’m talking about reference-quality 

people, again, looking for key patterns. 

A third of the time, I will go through this whole reference process, have those 

conversations and decide not to extend an offer. It’s painful, but far less painful than 

making a bad hire. In that case, I have to restart the process. I can’t think of a position 
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that is not important enough to merit settling for a B-Player. Two weeks into it, two 

months into it, you realize you just made a mistake, it cost you a lot of time and money. 

You have ticked off all the Rockstars in the origination. It really speaks to your 

leadership, or lack thereof. 

Two-thirds of the time, if I have started with 100 candidates at the top, I will get 

to the four or five to interview in person, then get to those final two, check references, 

and we will have our winner. When it is an Rockstar, I will fight like heck to land them. 

I already know that in regard to compensation, we’re in the right ballpark because I 

thought about that up front, so we do not lose them based on money.  

A note of caution: Salesperson interviews are particularly dangerous, because 

salespeople are great in interviews; they are good talkers, so interviews are notoriously 

difficult for sales reps. Checking their references is particularly vital. 
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Chapter 13: The Final Step is Onboarding  

What most companies do is hire the right person, throw them in to the pool, and 

say “good luck!” That’s it. Even Rockstars need some orientation, and there is a 

phenomenal book that I encourage you to give to each new-hire, The First 90 Days, 

written by a Harvard professor about how to set someone up for success. There needs 

to be a 30-day plan or a 90-day plan. In a growth-stage company, typically 30 days is 

enough. The manager is responsible What are we going to do to train this person? 

Whom do they need to meet with? I don’t expect much in the way of results in the first 

30 days. But I do hold the hiring manager accountable for creating that plan before an 

offer is made.  

If you are one of my hiring managers and you plan to invest $50,000 or $100,000 

or $150,000 salary and you have not committed to paper what their first 30 days looks 

like, then I simply will not sign the offer letter. It is amazing how quickly they put 

together a plan when that happens. Again, this is a major investment for a business - 

typically the number one investment. To not have a written plan to set up an A-Player 

for success is criminal.  

In the first 30 days, you will be looking for early warning signs. Again, remember 

the 20-30% hiring mistake rate. You will find those signs early. You are looking to find 

them doing something right, not just wrong. But you do not want to gloss over red flags 

either. By the end of 30 days, you will typically know if you made the right decision.  

Early on in my career, I did not require a plan.  As an example, one of my VP’s 

hired a Director of Marketing. The person joined us from a large company and failed 

miserably. The issue was, being a fast-paced culture, we asked the person to keep up 

and do a lot of things. She was extremely thorough; she was meticulous about attention 

to detail. She would take days and days and days to get anything done. We realized that 

we had hired someone who was just too slow. She couldn’t keep up with our culture’s 

speed. Well, as it turns out, there was no 30-day plan where we would have said what 

we expected and how much detail we wanted put into this particular assignment.  We 

never set the expectation with her that things didn’t need to be perfect, 80% right was 

fine. We lost this individual who, I am convinced to this day, is a Rockstar. But we did 

not set her up for success, it did not do her any justice, she flamed out. It was very 
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frustrating for both parties, and I still blame it on the lack of an onboarding plan. 

Rockstars do not just magically join your company and know what to do; they 

do not automatically know your culture and the expectations. Even if they have worked 

in a comparable role for a comparable company, every group has its own way of doing 

things, its own expectations, and its own metrics. The first 30 days is a learning period. 

You cannot just dump someone in and expect productivity. 

Never, ever settle. Please. 

What is the one thing that many of this book’s readers are going to do? Where 

is the one place that they are going to fall short, give up, and walk away?  

They’ll settle. For B-Players.  

Please don’t. Promise me you won’t. I know this stuff is simple, but it’s not easy. 

Settling for a B-Player and flipping a coin is far easier. 

Speed is everything in a growth company. You need a butt-in-that-

seat…yesterday! And the temptation is to settle. When you settle and you do not court 

Rockstars and you do not vet people to figure out if there are Rockstars, you increase 

the risk of making a mistake. You will not build a successful business if you do that. It 

is much better to leave that seat empty, which I know sounds crazy to an entrepreneur, 

versus hiring a B- or C-Player. 

There is no doubt in my mind that you now know how to hire Rockstars. And 

that is the key to building a business, plain & simple. The question is whether you will 

do so. 

I look forward to your answer. Please let me know. You can email me personally 

at jeff@strongsuit.com 
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