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FOUNDER’S NOTE
By Nikos Moraitakis, CEO, Workable

WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT HIRING
I meet too many founders who’ve read 27 blog posts on landing 
page optimisation but make it up as they go along in interviews. 
Startup literature urgently needs more guides to headhunting and 
fewer how-to’s on the email etiquette of VC introductions.

THE HARDEST THING YOU’VE NOT BEEN TOLD
The Series A crunch may be tough but the talent crunch is brutal. I 
talk to high-growth startups every day and I keep hearing versions 
of “compared to recruiting, fundraising was easy”. Just like fund-
raising, it’s very competitive. It takes time, preparation and selling, 
and getting it wrong can slow down or kill your startup. It’s the 
hardest thing to get right, so I find it perverse that it doesn’t get the 
attention it deserves.

SHOW ME A SUCCESSFUL STARTUP FOUNDER AND I WILL 
SHOW YOU A HIRING OBSESSIVE
Whether it’s two founders talking to an angel investor, a team of 
ten making something from nothing, or a high-growth company 
with fifty staff, team quality is the single best predictor of success. 
If you can get great people then everything else becomes so much 
easier.

http://workable.com/
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GROWTH HACKS VERSUS TALENT HACKS
Silicon Valley has figured out how to build great products and 
turn them into successful business models. Methodologies have 
emerged like Lean Startup, agile product development and growth 
hacking. They function as roadmaps for the non-experts and in-
spire conversation and innovation in those fields. In comparison 
hiring practices have remained in the dark ages. 

GETTING FROM 5 TO 50
Your first five hires pretty much picked themselves but in getting 
from 5 to 50 you will need the best tools and analytics, and you 
will need to be systematic. It’s about more than ping pong tables 
and bicycle racks. We’ve spent the time to curate the best think-
ing on everything from employer branding and headhunting to 
the interview process. We’ve thrown in ideas, tricks, talent hacks 
and real life examples from great companies. The result is a simple 
guide that offers some structure to your journey from 5 to 50. It’s a 
starting point. And my aim is to get all of us to talk about hiring.
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BUILDING AN ATTRACTIVE 
COMPANY
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EMPLOYER BRANDING 
Smart companies typically operate in competitive talent mar-
kets. This means that the people you’re looking for are likely to be 
juggling several job offers. Competing for outstanding candidates 
with the likes of Google, Facebook and Twitter might seem like a 
losing proposition but it’s not. It can be done but first you have to 
realise that hiring is marketing.
We live in what’s called the “age of transparency”. It has never been 
easier for employees to be able to tell who you are or what work-
ing with you would be like. Digital platforms mean that even the 
youngest companies can affordably showcase why they’re an ex-



9

citing place to work. There’s more to this than just Tweeting your 
jobs. Everything you do or say on social media is building your 
brand.

YOU’RE SPEAKING TO TWO AUDIENCES: CUSTOMERS AND 
TALENT 
In the early days, the way you market your product and the way 
you think about the problems you’re solving, says a lot about the 
kind of company that you’re about to build. If you become known 
for doing interesting things for your customers you will attract 
talented and ambitious people. Smart people want to solve inter-
esting problems. They’re not looking for a job, they’re looking for a 
mission. Smart people want to work with smart people.
Your presence in communities, your reputation, your contribution 
and ideas represent you. Use blogging, social media and public 
conversations to keep speaking to your ideal future hires. Signpost 
your involvement in events and your own content to make it easy 
for people to find out what you stand for and why you matter. In 
the same way you’re checking out prospects on Twitter, LinkedIn 
or GitHub you can bet they’re checking you out too.

PRO TIP: Buffer’s focus on transparency led to their Open Salaries initiative which 
has created huge buzz and awareness of them.

PRO TIP: Intercom’s blog  is a great example of doing marketing and employer 
branding at the same time.

http://open.bufferapp.com/introducing-open-salaries-at-buffer-including-our-transparent-formula-and-all-individual-salaries/
http://insideintercom.io/
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WHO THE HELL ARE YOU? 
In the beginning were the founders. The early hires in startups 
don’t have a company reputation to buy into so usually they’re 
taking a punt on the founders. When you’re in the phase of getting 
from 5 to 50 staff members it’s the personal brand of the founders 
that’s going to be the strongest component. Simple steps like hav-
ing an engaging personal blog can project why you’re worth work-
ing for and what you’re trying to do. Let prospective candidates get 
to know you.

Even in the early days of a company your employees become your 
brand and signal what kind of people work there. Chances are 
you’ve hired people who reflect your company’s brand and values 
well. Showcase your employees on your website and empower 
them to talk confidently about your business. Employees attending 
meet-ups and events or just going out with friends and speaking 
with genuine passion about their jobs are a powerful marketing 
tool. 

HIRE PEOPLE WHO CAN BUILD TEAMS
Good people know good people. Hire people who are already net-
worked and know much of the talent you’ll be needing. When you 
can, go for people with a personal brand. This is also a signal to 
future hires. Remember, some of your best people will be high-po-
tential junior hires who will grow with the startup. So, always look 
for those who can nurture and grow your young talent.

PRO TIP: We love Zendesk’s recruiting film for the way it showcases what it’s like to 
work for them.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0uaSU6IVN4&feature=kp


11

LIVE IN THE REAL WORLD
Don’t just be digital. You’re going to be employing people after all 
and they congregate at events and around offline communities too. 
Be an active participant in these ecosystems. An event sponsorship 
or even a few beers can go a long way.

PRO TIP: Fullcontact’s paid-paid vacation initiative offers holiday bonuses to staff 
who go completely off the grid. Everyone needs to from time to time.

PRO TIP: If the right conferences aren’t on your doorstep host one yourselves. 
Workable’s first devcon is coming this September in Athens, Greece.

http://www.fullcontact.com/blog/paid-paid-vacation/
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ALWAYS BE HIRING
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NETWORKS ARE KING
Ask any startup where most of their hires came from or ask bigger 
companies where their best people came from and the answer is 
usually the same: friends, friends of friends or ex-colleagues. It’s 
all about networks for one simple reason: good people know good 
people.
Part of being a good CEO is building a great network with quality 
and reach. There are no short cuts here, it’s real work. The better 
your network is, the easier your next hire is going to be. If you 
don’t know the right person you will at least know someone who does.
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Remember quality as well as quantity. It’s not just about having 
thousands of LinkedIn connections (although it can’t hurt). Are 
you working hard enough to be an authentic member of the com-
munity where your talent pool is? If your tech is built with Ruby 
are you taking part in the relevant meetups and hackathons? Are 
your developers known for their thought leadership and contribu-
tion in your sphere? 

HIRING IS EVERYONE’S JOB, ESPECIALLY SOURCING
Just as you look for candidates through networks, the best can-
didates are looking for their next job in the same way. Word of 
mouth matters. The best recommendation you’re going to get will 
be when someone you’d like to hire is told by a friend of theirs who 
is already on your team that your startup is great place to work. If 
your team is proud of where they work they’ll tell their friends.

What happens when your own network runs out? Keep trying. 
There will always be someone you haven’t told that you’re hiring. 
You can go further, take the time to sit with your employees one 
by one and go through their online networks (LinkedIn is a good 
example). You’ll find good people and you can get your colleagues 
to message them then and there. This is a time-consuming process 
but worth it.

PRO TIP: Referral farming sessions. Get your team together and go through their 
networks one by one. Log in to LinkedIn and go through all connections -- when you 
see someone interesting you message them on the spot.
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GET OUT OF YOUR BUBBLE
Your own network can only extend so far and the chances are your 
colleagues’ networks have a lot of overlap with yours. Get out of 
your bubble and speak to new people, ask for introductions from 
your own network so you can start tapping into adjacent ones.

HOW TO DO SOCIAL THE RIGHT WAY
If you’ve done most things right so far you’ll start with an audi-
ence. This means you have something to bootstrap your social 
media recruiting effort to. Using social for hiring isn’t just about 
tweeting jobs and getting your colleagues to retweet. The compa-
nies who are most successful at social hiring have built up a rele-
vant audience and target their tweets to influential people in their 
community. Not all retweets were born equal -- you want to be 
talked about in context. You want influential people in your field 
talking you up as an authority. 

PRO TIP: Netflix put their culture presentation online, it went viral and helped them 
build a highly attractive employer brand.

PRO TIP: Sending your developers to the best conferences is a sure fire way to grow 
your network.

http://hbr.org/2014/01/how-netflix-reinvented-hr/ar/1
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HOW TO WRITE JOB 
DESCRIPTIONS
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DON’T GO WITH THE FLOW
Job descriptions could and should sweep candidates off their 
feet. But all too often we’re content to lean on the old-fashioned 
and generic with the result that most job ads are mediocre. We’re 
guessing you don’t want to be average. You’re not one of those guys 
looking for superheroes who is too lazy to craft a job description 
that might actually attract them. 

PRO TIP: The first time we came across Medium’s careers page was in Lou 
Hoffman’s article: The best job descriptions on the planet. Enough said.

https://medium.com/jobs
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LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT
We all know that applicants like to scan. They want to look at an 
opening and be able to recognize in the blink of an eye if it’s their 
dream job. Like all busy people they have a thousand things com-
peting for their attention; especially the passive candidates for 
whom you’re trawling. Make every job description seductive. Start 
with the job title, keeping in mind that most job boards work like 
search engines, therefore candidates use keywords to search for 
jobs. 

THE ABOUT-THE-COMPANY PART
This is your chance to make a good first impression, so start think-
ing about the distinctive characteristics that make your company 
special. The type of job description you publish is closely related to 
who you are as an employer. Give them a glimpse of your company 
that will charm them into coming to working for you.

Candidates need to be able to relate to job descriptions on a per-
sonal level. Tell them a story about your company that will make 
them sit back and picture themselves working with you.  Start with 
an educated guess, with something simple, ask for feedback and 
then optimise. Ask employees why they enjoy working for your 
startup. If you have a marketing department lean on them for some 
content marketing advice. Hiring should not to be done in isola-
tion. You’ll need to put in some extra effort but it will pay off.

PRO TIP: Check out Vend. We couldn’t even choose what our favorite job description 
was. We loved them all. 

http://www.vendhq.com/careers
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THE ABOUT-THE-JOB PART
You know that if you go with the flow then your job descriptions 
will be deathly dull but you’re tempted to do so anyway. Because 
that’s the way everybody is doing it. But it won’t help your compa-
ny stand out it will just add to the mountain of identical job de-
scriptions that grows larger every day. 

How are job seekers (let alone the precious, passive ones) sup-
posed to spot that you’re offering a dream gig when it looks like a 
machine wrote your job description? It’s not necessarily because 
they’re not well-written, it’s because they’re presented as if they 
were not written by or for a human being. Do everyone a favour 
and stick to the important stuff. There are tons of job descriptions 
out there listing every tiny little task a future employee might per-
form. That’s not the point. 

IT’S ALL ABOUT CLARITY 
Start writing job descriptions that build businesses. They will at-
tract the best talent and  convert prospects into candidates. How?

• Sell your company and their future in it in an engaging fashion
• Get rid of the boring corporate tone
• Keep it chatty and friendly
• Use words that evoke feelings
• Make them aspire and then act on that desire
• Use you or we; drop the passive voice

PRO TIP: Mundane jobs must make for boring job descriptions. Wrong. This is epic

http://www.cv-library.co.uk/job/200890800/Field-Service-Engineer-Printers-MFDs
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To up the ante you can also add a list of people the future hire will 
get to work with on a regular basis.

THE ABOUT-THE-REQUIREMENTS PART
We’ve covered the basics in our “There’s a difference between what 
you want and what you need” blog post. If you’ve used Workable 
you may have noticed the must-haves and nice-to-haves require-
ments.
Why did we add this feature? To make sure that candidates won’t 
get excluded from the hiring process just because they clicked 
“NO” on a secondary skill that is unlikely to be pivotal. Think 
about what skills would make sense, adding to the equation the 
fact that they are individuals and not miracle workers. Must-have 
requirements are the bare minimum: the can’t-live-without list. 
Nice-to-have requirements are the extras: they belong on the we-
can-live-without list.

PRO TIP: Worth looking at KinHR. They might not have a careers page at the moment 
but this sales job description rocks. 

http://blog.workable.com/writing-job-requirements/
http://blog.workable.com/writing-job-requirements/
http://kinhr.com/were-hiring-can-you-sell-kin/
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR AND WHO 
TO HIRE
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PUNCH ABOVE YOUR WEIGHT 
A startup literally is its team in the beginning. These are the people 
who will signal your ambition and set your limits. So, go for the 
people you think you can’t get. You’ll be surprised and once you’ve 
got the first few heroes it will become a lot easier to attract more of 
them. This is not a luxury. It seems obvious to punch above your 
weight but a successful startup will continually shift up the weight 
categories. If you don’t get these people you’ll get stuck. 

HIRE DELIBERATELY
You’re not hiring to fill a job, you’re building a company. Make the 
first 20 hires deliberately with the future in mind. Don’t hire people 
just because they’re good in general and available. These kinds of 
opportunistic or bad hires early on in a startup’s life can sink you. 
The cost of a pointless hire has been put at between $25k-$50k. 
That’s money that most startups cannot afford to waste. Beyond the 
cost of getting it wrong, your first few hires will set the tone for the 
future. Getting it right will make something that’s intrinsically hard 
a lot easier.

HIRE FOR POTENTIAL
A successful startup will quickly outgrow everyone’s current skills 
and roles. If things work out as intended it’s going to grow and 
morph unpredictably. So will the demands on your employees. 
One of the most exhausting aspects of startups is this constant 

PRO TIP: Avoid hiring a candidate who badmouths their previous employers and co-
workers.
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evolution, or as some founders call it “keeping up with their own 
company”.
While it can be fairly simple to assess a candidate’s current skills  
rating their potential is less so. Look for people coming into their 
professional prime. The past is a good guide, so take into account 
lifetime achievements whether they’re jobs, schools or hobbies. 
With few exceptions, smart, decisive and hard working people usu-
ally manage to go to a great college and do well in exams they care 
about. Look for high achievers.

THE CULTURE FIT
This can be hard to pin down but it’s almost always important. 
It has its roots in an unfashionable word “congruence” -- the fit 
between personality and organization. It means that you need to 
assess people on their behaviour, mentality and match to the values 
of your organisation. 

But there’s one simple rule: never hire people with a bad attitude. It 
only takes one jerk to poison an otherwise stellar team. That little 
problem you noticed in an interview will be magnified one-hun-
dred fold by six months of hard work in a small team. Don’t over-

PRO TIP: Include pre-interview assignments in the hiring process. Those who bother 
to go the extra mile will prevail. 

PRO TIP: Valve’s Employee Handbook (the production quality, akin to what you would 
expect from their best marketing material) tells you a lot about who they are and 
how important this is for them.

http://assets.sbnation.com/assets/1074301/Valve_Handbook_LowRes.pdf
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look it. Go for people with an opinion, people who can honestly 
explain what they like and dislike. The kind of people who believe 
in missions, values and visions. They care. Those are the people 
who will be telling the truth when they assure you that they believe 
in your startup’s vision. 

HIRE FOR ATTITUDE, TRAIN FOR SKILLS
You have to like a candidate before you hire them. This sounds 
highly subjective and unfair to them, especially when the context 
is strictly professional. However, someone’s ability to blend into 
your team, get along with you on a daily basis and build up some 
emotional reserves for tough times will ultimately determine their 
performance.
Malcolm Gladwell and Tim Ferriss can argue all they want about 
what and how fast a human being can learn but the truth is that 
certain human traits can’t be acquired beyond a certain stage in 
life. Focus on the fundamentals: intelligence, personality, diligence. 
Instead of testing for specific knowledge, check how a prospect 
reacts when you ask them to do something they haven’t worked on 
before.

LOOK FOR THINGS YOU CAN’T TRAIN
You can teach financial management or how to interpret Google 
Analytics reports, but it’s probably too late to instil manners, ethics 
or numeracy. Skills and experience are worthless when not put to 
use. Knowledge is useless when not shared with others. The small-
er your business, the more likely you are to be an expert in your 

PRO TIP: Carry out behavioral interviews, in addition to the standard ones. Always 
have a good store of questions. 
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field, so transferring those skills to new employees is relatively easy. 
But you can’t train enthusiasm or a solid work ethic. According to 
a LeadershipIQ study, study only 11% of the new hires that failed 
in the first 18 months, did so because of deficiencies in technical 
skills. The majority failed due to lack of motivation, an unwilling-
ness to be coached, or problems with temperament and emotional 
intelligence.

PRO TIP: Always ask for references. Jerks struggle to provide solid and believable 
references. 
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HEADHUNTING 101
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PICTURE YOUR PREY
Most people don’t know how to fish for talent that’s not looking for 
a hook. These elusive prospects are known as passive candidates. 
Headhunting is the process of finding people who are not overtly 
looking for a job. Your starting point is to know what you’re hunt-
ing and as much as possible about its habitat. 
Think about what the ideal person looks like. What experience do 
they need to have? What kind of job are they doing now? Which 
companies must have good people doing this job? Start building a 
profile. The key to sourcing is figuring out what you’re hunting and 
where it lives.
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THE HUNTING GROUNDS:
• Mature companies: You’re looking for established compa-

nies doing a great job at what you’re looking for (eg. selling to 
SMEs, content marketing). You’re looking for people trained by 
the best, whose options have vested, who are ready to move on 
to a new exciting gig. 

• Vulnerable companies: Startups are volatile. When a company 
experiences a shakeup, there’s a window of opportunity. Signs 
to look for include the departure of a leadership figure; ven-
tures which have gone 18 months with no follow-up funding 
or rumours of lay-offs. You’re looking for drift and discontent 
where the talent works so mine the industry reports (Crunch-
Base, Mattermark, CB Insights, Owler) and listen to the gossip.

• Events: Where do the best people on your shortlist hang out? 
Think about what kind of events they attend and make sure 
you’re there. These settings give you the chance to meet people 
who you may want to approach in the future. When the time 
comes you will have less cold calling to do.

• Universities: The very best talent are only truly unemployed 
once in their life: right out of college. Universities have struc-
tures that help you identify this top echelon. They’re at careers 
fairs, on internship programmes, or even doing work experi-
ence that contributes course credits. 

MAKE A SHORTLIST AND LEAN IN
Now that we know what to search for, all these sourcing tools 

PRO TIP: Look for companies 6-12 months after a seed funding without followup.



29

(LinkedIn, TalentBin, GitHub, Sourcing.io) actually become useful. 
Start browsing profiles and make a long-list of prospects. Prioritise 
people who you can reach out to through your extended network. 
If you can’t get an intro, then see if you can engage them on social 
media (Twitter) or engineer a chance meeting. 

A courtship doesn’t begin with leaning in, it starts with people get-
ting to know each other. If you do this well the prospect will have 
already gotten to know you before the conversation turns to a job 
offer. These are people you may not hire today, or even one year 
from now. They may also be the key to introducing you to your 
best hires in the future.

EXTERNAL RECRUITERS
This is where you turn when you’re short on time or confidence to 
follow the steps above. They can be a fantastic shortcut. It might 
look simple but there are a couple of things to bear in mind. Look 
out for recruiters who have hired for small companies before and 
have a track record of placement in the role you’re looking for. 
Most startups use contingent recruiters whom you pay only when 
they deliver someone you hire (typically one-third of the hire’s an-
nual salary). The upside is that you only pay for what you get. The 
downside is that your aim and the recruiter’s aim are not the same. 
You want to hire great people. They want you to hire someone. 
This subtle difference can lose you time dealing with uninspiring 
candidates. 

PRO TIP: Attend startup community meetups, design conventions or hackathons.
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A NOD TO ETHICS
You need to be competitive. You also live in a community. Getting 
the balance right can be as simple as being mindful of basic good 
manners.

PRO TIP: Pay your recruiter more than they ask for. They’ll think twice before 
referring the next high-quality candidate to another competitor or well-funded 
company.
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THE INTERVIEW PROCESS
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One of the biggest mistakes made when hiring for a startup is to 
think that just because you’re small you don’t need a process. If you 
think “process” means doing things slowly then think again. Get 
the right tools, remember to hire as a team and you will stay on 
track. The hiring process is a funnel -- you get a lot of applicants, 
you speak with some of them, you meet a few of them, you hire the 
one you like best. An efficient filtering process will save you and 
your candidates time. 

PRE-INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
This all starts with the pre-interview questions, the questions you 
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ask a candidate when they apply that will help you decide whether 
to progress with an applicant. Make sure candidates can sensibly 
weigh themselves against the requirements. Do you know anyone 
who will say “no” to the requirement “must be hard working”. Nei-
ther do we. 

Pre-interview questions can only get you so far. They weed out the 
most inappropriate candidates and give you an insight beyond a 
basic CV. However, a major factor in your hiring decision will be 
how well a candidate will fit in with your business. It’s personal and 
you need to get to know the candidates. 

SCREENING ASSIGNMENTS / TESTING
Ever walked in to an interview and known within 30 seconds that 
the candidate you’re meeting is never going to work out? Sure, 
most people have been there. The worst thing is that it wastes your 
time. You can’t just stop the interview after half a minute so you go 
through the routine and waste an hour of your time. It doesn’t have 
be that way. An initial phone call or Skype screening conversation 
will prevent that scenario nine times out of ten.
CVs, pre-screening questions, phone screens, interviews - we use 
these techniques to use past performance as an indicator of future 
success. But what if you want to better understand how candidates 
will actually perform in the job you’re hiring them for? One way of 
finding out is to get candidates to do an assignment or task related 
to the job. 
Hiring for a customer support associate? Why not test candidates 

PRO TIP: Get candidates to do an assignment or task related to the job as part of 
the pre-interview.
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by getting them to answer some hypothetical customer queries. 
If you are hiring developers there are online tools, like Codility, 
which can put developers through their paces so you can see exact-
ly how they code. 

INTERVIEWS
Have a plan, don’t just ask the same questions over and over. Take 
the time to know who you are meeting before you walk in. Not just 
their name and not just the job title of the role they’re interviewing 
for. Get to know them a little, check their CV and note some ques-
tions in advance. 
Interviews shouldn’t slavishly follow a script. There are probably 
some standard questions you want to ask all candidates, such as 
whether they’re eligible to work in your territory.  But these are just 
hygiene questions, you have to go further. Ask open questions that 
encourage a discussion, engage with the candidates’ responses and 
consider follow up questions you want to ask. If it’s boring it’s not 
working. There’s nothing worse than the candidate twigging that 
the interviewer hasn’t read their CV and is just going through the 
motions: “Tell me about this job, now this job, and now this job…” 
No-one gets much out of this kind of interview. 

INTERVIEWS WORK BOTH WAYS
When you leave an interview you should have a much better un-
derstanding of the candidate’s credentials and suitability.  Equally, 
they should leave knowing a lot more about the role and the com-
pany. If you’ve screened your shortlist properly then everyone you 
interview should be a real contender. Which means it’s worth sell-
ing to candidates in interviews. Chances are you’re going to offer 
them below market rate if you’re an early stage startup. Generally 
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people don’t like getting paid less so you better give them a good 
reason to be excited. 

TAKE A DEEP BREATH
If you have a niggling feeling that something isn’t right when 
you’re making an offer don’t rush. Take your time to identify where 
that niggle comes from. Talk it through with a colleague. Don’t be 
afraid to ask a candidate to come for another meeting. Chances are 
if you have a concern, the candidate will be feeling the same and a 
quick conversation will iron out any problems. In the long term a 
bit of caution will pay off.
When you’re hiring for a function that you have little or no per-
sonal experience of it can be very hard to assess resumes or know 
what to ask during interviews. You might want to consider bring-
ing in some outside help. This doesn’t need to be paid help, it could 
just be a friend or ex-colleague who can help you out with the 
skills-based aspects of the hiring process. 

KEEP IT CHALLENGING
This is where you set the bar and show your rigour and ambition. 
A challenging interview process is a signal to candidates that your 
company doesn’t do average. This doesn’t have to mean a drawn-
out 15-phase interview, even Google are moving away from the 
huge number of interviews they put candidates through. 

PRO TIP: Note down personalised questions for candidates before the interview but 
don’t stick slavishly to the script.
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TAKING REFERENCES
Not everyone believes references from previous employers are 
useful way in determining future performance. Candidates are 
unlikely to provide a reference whom they expect to say negative 
things about them. And many people don’t want to talk badly 
about someone so even if your candidate was terrible in a past job 
their reference won’t tell you. 
This is not a reason to ignore references, it’s a reason to work hard-
er at getting them right. Get more references. Successful entre-
preneur turned VC, Mark Suster, recommends getting at least five 
including people the candidate didn’t propose. If we assume people 
are smart enough to gather good references ask yourself “are they 
glowing?” If not, why not? Ask candidates why they chose the ref-
erees they did. 

PRO TIP: Get at least 5 references and make sure some of them come from people 
the candidate hasn’t put forward. Read this

PRO TIP: Level the playing field by posing customer support queries for a tool most 
people are familiar with or can access easily e.g. Facebook.

http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2014/04/06/how-to-make-better-reference-calls/
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WORKPLACE, BENEFITS AND 
COMPENSATION
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YOU CAN’T PAY FOR GROCERIES WITH EQUITY
You’re not going to compete on salary with Google and Facebook 
but you need to get survival out of mind. Even your earliest hires 
- and that includes you, the founder - will need to pay bills. Some 
startups go to extremes, trying to make their runway last longer. 
Don’t build your runway on the backs of an exhausted and under-
paid team. You objective is not to delay the next round but to get 
to it in the best possible shape. Here’s a few things you can do to 
achieve the right balance.
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THE POWER OF PERKS
You’re not going to have the swankiest offices but you can make 
them reflect why people came to work for you. You don’t need a 
big budget to create a friendly, informal and energetic work space. 
Our environment helps to shape our mindset and reminds us who 
we are. Spend the time to make it attractive to your team, even if 
you can’t initially spend much money. 

Perks are powerful and cost effective. When you take into account 
tax and deductions a $10 lunch is worth more to your employee 
than $10 on their salary. But it’s about more than a free lunch. Tak-
ing care of peoples’ needs makes them feel taken care of. This pays 
off handsomely in productivity and morale. That shouldn’t mean 
that you neglect traditional benefits. Before you start on the ping 
pong tables and games consoles make sure everyone has access to 
health insurance. When people know the basics like health are cov-
ered they’re more prepared to live leaner when it comes to salaries.

COMPENSATING RISK
Equity compensates risk. It is a form of deferred reward. When 
deciding whether to join your startup a prospect is looking at 
what they could earn at market rates for their skills over the same 
time period and balancing it against a potential future return that 
should be several multiples of the income they lost out on. It’s 
mathematics. 
All early employees should have a significant amount of equity. 

PRO TIP: Buffer’s focus on transparency led to their Open Salaries initiative which 
has created huge buzz and awareness of them.

http://open.bufferapp.com/introducing-open-salaries-at-buffer-including-our-transparent-formula-and-all-individual-salaries/
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This ensures their sense of ownership and mission. A properly 
structured stock option is also a commitment on the part of the 
employee. Equity grants usually vest over a period of three to four 
years and there’s a “cliff period” (typically one year) before a new 
employee earns their first tranche of shares. This way, you’re not 
giving your company away, instead you’re binding the core team 
to your mission for long enough to make meaningful progress. 
With that in mind, don’t wait till the best people are restless. The 
best companies also give retention equity packages to fully vested 
employees. You need to think about this, before your star perform-
ers do. 

HOW TO RESEARCH MARKET RATES, EQUITY STANDARDS
Knowing the going rate for salaries and equity is notoriously dif-
ficult. A good place to get a benchmark is Angel List (for startup 
equity and salaries) or Glassdoor (for market rates). Make sure to 
compare yourself to similar companies. For each hire, check what’s 
on offer for jobs they could take so you know what their other op-
tions look like. Especially when it comes to equity it’s always better 
to err on the generous side. Rather than being hung up over a 0.1% 
more or less, think about whether this employee will improve your 
chance of success by that amount. A good hire will make it worth 
your while.

PRO TIP: Wealthfront’s startup salary and equity charts are one of many 
benchmarks you can use.

https://www.wealthfront.com/tools/startup-salary-equity-compensation
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TOOLS AND RESOURCES
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YOU NEED TOOLS
We consider an Applicant Tracking System (ATS) to be the cen-
trepiece of any effective hiring toolkit. This is why we built one 
from scratch and obviously consider it to be the best of its kind. 
When choosing an ATS ask yourself how well it integrates with 
other tools that you’ll need. A good one will integrate or at least 
play nicely with most of the software we recommend below.

SOURCING AND REFERRAL PLATFORMS
TalentBin, Sourcing.io, 3Sourcing and Gild are people aggregators 
with searchable, often pre-evaluated or classified profiles of people.
Professional networks or communities like LinkedIn, GitHub, 
Dribble, AngelList are good places to do manual sourcing.
Zao is one of the best referral platforms we came across. It’s made 
based on best practices, optimises matches across all companies’ 
open jobs, has a gamification layer making it fun to participate and 
allows extended referrals. Another one to consider is RolePoint.

ONLINE INTERVIEW SYSTEMS
Kira for us is the clear leader. Interviewing has gone video and this 
lets you record video questions, invite candidates to submit their 
responses so you can review them. Set time limits for responses, 
pause to take notes, tick the ones that are a perfect match, share if 
you’re not sure to take a second opinion. 
Taketheinterview is a one of a kind real-time or on-demand inter-
viewing platform. “Meet eye-to-eye before meeting face-to-face” as 
they put it. Features include calendar, mobility, recording, feedback 
and assessment module and reporting.

ASSESSMENT TOOLS

https://www.talentbin.com/
https://sourcing.io/
http://www.3sourcing.com/
http://www.gild.com/
https://www.zao.com/
http://www.rolepoint.com/
https://www.kiratalent.com/
http://relentless.taketheinterview.com/
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Codility is a niche, engineers-only, database. These guys are loaded 
with millions of engineers -- active and passive. Considering the 
gap between demand and supply then this app is an trove of pros-
pects and a pretty straightforward tool to use if tech job boards 
aren’t cutting it. You can browse and filter data, collaborate with 
your team and do social recruiting too. 
Smarterer have revolutionised skills assessment. Just give them 
10 questions, 2 minutes and voila! you get a quantified skill. It’s 
basically a skills testing app but different. All of its test content is 
crowdsourced from the individuals who take the tests. 
SHL has ability and personality tests if you need to test for critical 
qualities. They only offer science-based assessments and bench-
mark data. 
Weirdly has your cultural fit riddle all figured out. It’s a 4-step cul-
ture assessing recruitment tool. Define your desired cultural pro-
file, publish vacancy, watch candidates complete the quiz and select 
the right kind of weird. 

ONBOARDING AND TALENT MANAGEMENT
KinHR is probably the best when it comes to onboarding new 
hires in a comprehensive and thoughtful way. The new employee 
signs in and reads about the company and the team they’re going 
to work with and what tasks they should start working on. 
Zenefits is good for payroll and benefits management. 

PRO TIP: You can always use Google Hangouts for video interviewing and Bitly for 
referral tracking.

https://codility.com/
http://smarterer.com/
http://www.ceb.shl.com/uk
http://weirdlyhub.com/
http://kinhr.com/
http://www.zenefits.com/
https://www.google.com/hangouts/
https://bitly.com/
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WHERE TO POST YOUR JOBS

NO GAMBLING
You know exactly what you’re looking for so what’s your next step? 
You plaster your ad over every job board there is right? Wrong. 
It pays off in time and money to do a little homework. Consider 
these questions:

• Where does the rest of your industry (in your city or country) 
post jobs?

• Did you get enough qualified candidates the last time you hit 
publish on XYZ job board? Did you get any candidates at all? 
Did you get too many candidates, maybe?

• Ask people who already have this type of job, where they first 
saw it?

• Visit alexa.com to see how popular the job board you are con-
sidering is

• Find out where the audience you want to reach hangs out on-
line

• Study the other job postings on that XYZ job board where 
you’re thinking of publishing your opening

THE JOB BOARD FOREST
To facilitate the job board selection process, we brought together a 
handy list of the top ones (below).

HORIZONTAL
1. LinkedIn is the leader due to its three-way nature; profession-
al social network + headhunting tool + job board. The biggest of 

http://www.alexa.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/
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its kind with 300m+ members/candidate pool. It enables you to 
search profiles, pay to post jobs and more besides.
2. Indeed is the premier job site globally with 4m positions. You 
can post all types of jobs, sponsor the ones from your careers page, 
pay per click and search resumes.
3. Craigslist the site for classifieds. Doesn’t match the traditional 
job board criteria, is famous for it’s poor user interface but beats 
everyone for inbound traffic.
4. Monster one of the oldest job boards that keeps expanding 
worldwide. It’s a bit expensive in some countries (unless you post 
through Workable), has a lot of traffic and loads of resumes and 
free content.
5. Careerbuilder operates in the US, Europe, Canada and Asia. 
Twenty-four million visitors per month and the 92% of Fortune 
employees posting their job openings.
6. SimplyHired is a job search engine at its core. But it’s also a 
highly-targeted pay per click job board. Has around 30m unique 
visitors per month.
7. Stepstone is one of the most successful job boards in Europe, 
especially after partnering up with TotalJobs (UK).
9. Beyond automatically distributes postings to niche sites and 
talent communities based on specific criteria. What’s in it for you? 
Targeted exposure and more relevant applications.

TECH
1. Careers 2.0 is powered by Stackoverflow. If you’re looking for 
developers, it’s the place to go. Some 25m devs and technologists 
use it every month.
2. Dice is also one of tech job boards industry leaders. Has a 
cross-posting network and minimizes unqualified clutter due to its 
niche nature.
3. Github Jobs taps into developers and engineers by being the 

http://www.indeed.com/
http://www.craigslist.org/
http://www.monster.com/
http://workable.com/
http://www.careerbuilder.com/
http://www.simplyhired.com/
http://www.stepstone.com/
http://www.beyond.com/
http://careers.stackoverflow.com/
http://www.dice.com/
https://jobs.github.com/
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place they hang out. Good place to trawl for passive candidates.

CREATIVE
1. Behance is where some of the top brands post their creative jobs. 
It’s also the place where professionals showcase their work enabling 
you to take a sneak peek before you decide.
2. Dribbble gives you access to designers’ portfolios and profiles. 
Workable’s designers are really fond of it. Plus you can post your 
jobs and connect with top talent.
3. Authentic Jobs introduces recruiters to creative professionals. 
Simple and efficient.

REMOTE AND FLEXIBLE JOBS
1. We Work Remotely is the job board without borders allowing 
you to narrow down talent without it having to be in the same 
location as you.
2. Odesk is free and for freelancers only. If you’re looking for one, 
check out their well-rounded freelancers’ database.
3. Flexjobs is free and effective when it comes to flexible jobs job 
posting. Only applies if you’re in search of part-time, telecommute 
or freelance employees.

STARTUPS
1. Angelist - you probably already know it if you’re a startup. Can-
didates get to apply privately and see salary and equity up front 
and startups get to access a huge list of developers and designers 
actively looking for a job. On top of that, it’s free!
2. Startuply is a free job listing site aimed mainly at small startups, 
which find it rather difficult to attract engineering talent. Startups 
can create a detailed company profile to give prospect candidates a 
sense of what it’d be like working for them. 

https://www.behance.net/
https://dribbble.com/
http://www.authenticjobs.com/
https://weworkremotely.com/
https://www.odesk.com/
http://www.flexjobs.com/
https://angel.co/
http://www.startuply.com/


47

You should definitely give it a shot.
3. StartUpHire lists hundreds of jobs, but only for venture capi-
tal backed companies. It also comes at zero cost and has a widget 
that enables you to automatically add your open positions to your 
website.
4. The Muse, lets job seekers look behind the curtains of great 
companies. You can “showcase the heart and soul of your com-
pany” in 500 words, videos and photos and then display your job 
openings.

http://www.startuphire.com/
https://www.themuse.com/
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TEN THINGS YOU SHOULD READ
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This is not meant to be a comprehensive list so much as a collec-
tion of excellent writing. There is no way you can read this list 
and not come away with fresh insights and a broader sense of the 
importance of getting your hiring right.

1. Sam Altman on why hiring is probably the most important and 
certainly one of the hardest things a founder will do 
http://blog.samaltman.com/how-to-hire

2. Nick Marsh introduces the concept of Talent Hacking, the 
creative application of technology and data to the problem of 
building new teams 
https://medium.com/makeshift-studios/say-hello-to-the-tal-
ent-hacker-c8ae87db4a58

3. Brian Chesky on insights from one of the world’s leading VCs 
and the single most important piece of advice he got at Airbnb: 
Don’t fuck up the culture 
https://medium.com/@bchesky/dont-fuck-up-the-culture-
597cde9ee9d4

4. Steven Sinofsky on what to do when faced with the need to hire 
for a job you can’t do yourself 
http://blog.learningbyshipping.com/2014/04/03/hir-
ing-for-a-job-you-never-did-or-cant-do/?utm_con-
tent=bufferd0f0f&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.
com&utm_campaign=buffer

5. Paul Graham looks at the ‘spread of smallness’ and why the best 
talent no longer gravitates automatically to large organizations 
http://paulgraham.com/highres.html

6. Joel Spolsky gives his guerrilla guide to interviewing which will 
help you to hire the right programmers 
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/GuerrillaInterview-
ing3.html

7. Mark Suster explains why your existence as a startup is irrel-
evant unless you continue to rapidly innovate and how this is 

http://blog.samaltman.com/how-to-hire
https://medium.com/makeshift-studios/say-hello-to-the-talent-hacker-c8ae87db4a58
https://medium.com/makeshift-studios/say-hello-to-the-talent-hacker-c8ae87db4a58
https://medium.com/@bchesky/dont-fuck-up-the-culture-597cde9ee9d4
https://medium.com/@bchesky/dont-fuck-up-the-culture-597cde9ee9d4
http://blog.learningbyshipping.com/2014/04/03/hiring-for-a-job-you-never-did-or-cant-do/?utm_content=bufferd0f0f&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://blog.learningbyshipping.com/2014/04/03/hiring-for-a-job-you-never-did-or-cant-do/?utm_content=bufferd0f0f&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://blog.learningbyshipping.com/2014/04/03/hiring-for-a-job-you-never-did-or-cant-do/?utm_content=bufferd0f0f&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://blog.learningbyshipping.com/2014/04/03/hiring-for-a-job-you-never-did-or-cant-do/?utm_content=bufferd0f0f&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://paulgraham.com/highres.html
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/GuerrillaInterviewing3.html
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/GuerrillaInterviewing3.html
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only possible within a team 
http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2011/03/17/whom-
should-you-hire-at-a-startup-attitude-over-aptitude

8. Rand Fishkin on why your success will depend on your ability 
to choose short men; ie. challenge inherent bias in the hiring 
process 
http://moz.com/rand/startup-success-choose-short-men

9. Marc Andreessen dissects criteria and process: what to value 
when evaluating candidate and how to actually run the hiring 
process 
http://pmarchive.com/how_to_hire_the_best_people.html

10. Mark Suster (yes, him again) explains how startups can lev-
el-up after raising a funding round 
http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2014/04/10/level-up

http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2011/03/17/whom-should-you-hire-at-a-startup-attitude-over-aptitu
http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2011/03/17/whom-should-you-hire-at-a-startup-attitude-over-aptitu
http://moz.com/rand/startup-success-choose-short-men
http://pmarchive.com/how_to_hire_the_best_people.html
http://www.bothsidesofthetable.com/2014/04/10/level-up
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