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Building the Winning New Venture Team, Introduction: Part 3 of 6

Introduction: Bo Varga worked with start-up & early stage high tech companies since 1979 providing business development, funding, and recruiting services.  From 1996 to 2001 his focus was on recruiting senior technical and executive talent.  He started working with nanotechnology and clean technology ventures in 2001. Bo currently helps start-up & early stage companies with business strategy, business development, and funding.  He also helps his clients recruit & evaluate key people.  
Article 1: The Professional Recruiter’s Contribution

Article 2: Building the Winning Start-Up Team: Performance Requirements

Entrepreneurs, start-up teams, investors, and recruiters often intersect to match a startup with the experienced business management required for success.  Different perspectives & needs & communication styles as well as individuals egos can lead to power struggles that can make or break a company. Many startups usually have a standard set of weak spots in their initial management team – a lack of customer focus, entrepreneurs with little to no background in launching or heading a corporation, or technologists that cannot drive a business as well as develop a technology and get a product to market. Even companies with the strongest potential and IP can become an unattractive investment decision if the right management team isn’t in place and if a cooperative team environment is not established & maintained. 

Article 3: The Recruiting Process:

Article: This article addresses the actual recruiting process an entrepreneur or team can use and the knowledge, background and reference checking to establish baseline trust in a new team member.

Objectives:  Upon completion of this article you will understand how to develop a recruiting process and build an overall understanding of a candidate’s ability to meet performance requirements as well as the importance of reference checking using a protocol.

Whether building a small team or a large team, one way to work efficiently and to avoid hiring mistakes - especially costly for a start-up - is to develop and use a formal recruiting protocol.  While multi-talented individuals with a wealth of experience are not rare, the focus should be on the relevant needs of the company.

A common mistake is to rely on external recruiters to submit candidates and let each hiring manager or the entrepreneur handle hiring.  This process often results in uneven hiring, with very strong people in one area, say engineering, and weak people in another, say marketing.

A formal recruiting protocol can avoid much wasted time and energy and money as well as many hiring mistakes.  A template to be adapted to your needs follows:

1: RECRUITING PROTOCOL
I. Establish position requirements & job description based on performance goals / desired outcomes, business experience, knowledge base, education, company business model & company culture – include all relevant people in this task, however the hiring manager should drive the process.  And the perfect should not be the enemy of the good.  I have seen 10 page documents – the goal should be a 1-page document, possible 2 pages.

II. Review requirements, revise as needed, agree on compensation package – base salary, bonus, equity, relocation and other special benefits – and take a second look, ideally let a weekend pass before completing this task. And for senior positions review with Board of Directors, Board of Advisors, Investors, Corporate Lawyers, or other outside parties with an interest in the company but not involved in day-to-day operations.

III. Get company agreement on recruiting process including who schedules the candidate, greets the candidate, “sells” the candidate on company history and goals and achievements, and who manages the candidate through the recruitment process, including candidate debrief and follow up post interview.  This is often an external recruiter, whether working in house or only present to shepherd the candidate.  If an external recruiter is not used the responsible person may be the hiring manager - but once a core team is in place a HR manager or specialist is best for this role.  In the situation where an external recruiter is not used, a specific person needs to be designated to shepherd each candidate interview.

IV. Signoff on position requirement & recruiting process – each position needs signoff by the hiring manager and the recruiting team needs to signoff on the process

V. Review & sign off on contract for services if external recruiter is used, otherwise designated team member can be substituted when a recruiter is mentioned for the balance of this article
VI. Recruiter generates a pool of candidates and identifies top candidates – while this can be done by use of personal networks, advertising on the internet on sites such as tinytechjobs.com, etc. we recommend team recruiting only where it is financially impossible to hire a recruiter.  The recruiting task takes bandwidth that most nano start-ups can better devote to the product development, release, sales, and support.

VII. In depth interview of top candidates by recruiter – these are screening interview PRIOR to an in-house interview and can be done by phone and preferably is done via face meetings off site.  This way obviously unsuitable candidates, but who have good paper, are screened out prior to burning team bandwidth.

VIII. Recruiter presents candidate profiles – how they track position requirement – CVs – and notes from outside interviews.

IX. Recruiter sets up interviews and prepares candidates for process and confirms meeting sequence & timing with all team members to interview the candidate.

X. Recruiter present in person during initial interview of candidates

XI. Recruiter debriefs team and candidate and communicate feedback to both

XII. Recruiter works with hiring manager & team to select target candidate(s)

XIII. Second set of interviews with candidate(s) is optional but highly recommended

XIV. Recruiter debriefs both parties and communicates respective feedback
XV. Company identifies target candidates and appropriate compensation package envelope – least and most to offer for base, bonus, stock, non-standard benefits such as relocation, education allowance, etc.

XVI. Recruiter or hiring manager conducts depth reference checking for target candidate(s), based on reference protocol – as adapted to company needs

XVII. Relevant team reviews references and revisit references as needed

XVIII. Recruiter participate in negotiations / communications as required to close
In Article 2: Building the Start-Up Team: The Importance of Performance Requirements I noted that: “Past performance measured by relevant metrics is the single best indicator of ability to meet performance goals.”  The obvious question is how to determine past performance and create trust within the team about the skills, knowledge, experience, and character of the candidate and the candidate’s fit with the corporate culture?

One important method is reference checking.  Ideally candidates for senior positions will submit six (6) references, that is two direct reports, two peers, and two hiring managers or project manager or people to whom they reported or who managed the candidate at past engagements.  

Educational degrees, publications, patents, and past positions should be checked as a matter of course – while many companies will not give out details of past employment, the fact that a candidate was employed can always be verified and the tile or position can also be verified.  The candidate should have references from recent positions – the prior five years – if he or she does not, this is a red flag.

Internet searches on the candidate should always be done, in particular by linking the candidate’s name with the educational institution, publication, patent, and past employers.

Red flags that I have found during internet searches include both criminal and civil legal actions that are normally a red flag – as well as “resume escalation”, claiming positions, responsibility, and authority that was “deflated” during an internet search.

Even for candidates that come from the team’s personal network, references should be checked.  I would almost argue “especially from one’s own network”, as we tend to rely on friends who may not really know a candidate’s background.  The following is a protocol I have successfully used on many executive and senior technical recruiting assignments.  When talking with references it is important to evaluate the reference, their tone of voice, how quickly or how slowly they answer questions, questions they choose not to answer, and whether questions are answered shortly or in some detail.  In my experience listening to the voice of the reference can communicate as much information as the actual data about any specific point.

2: REFERENCE CHECKING PROTOCOL (adapt questions to company needs)

Reference Check for:
 



Candidate Name

Submitted to:

 



Hiring Manager & Company

Reference Name (all reference information comes from candidate)






Reference Contact Information:

· Home 

· Work  

 

· Cell  

 

· Email 

 

Current Title/Position: 

 
Reference Title/Position:  
 

Current Company:   



Reference Company:


Introduction:  Hello, my name is Bo Varga & CANDIDATE NAME gave me your name as a Professional Reference.  I’d appreciate about 30 – 45 minutes of your time for a confidential reference.  Is this a good time to call you?  If not, is there a better time to call you, when you can talk? Please note that your reference will be confidential.

I work with Silicon Valley Nano Ventures in CA, recruiting for a client in Silicon Valley.  Our client is an early stage nanotechnology company, focused on bringing TYPE OF products to market, focused on APPLICATIONS in MARKET OR INDUSTRY.  Our client is looking for a CEO to grow the company from early revenue to $25+ million sales within 5 years.  As part of that process, CANDIDATE NAME will be required to raise equity in the $10 - $30 million range & to assemble a management team to complement the founders. What I’d like to do is to get your observations & opinions regarding Candidate’s management skills, the scope of his past assignments, his team building skills, his funds raising ability, and his customer facing skills.  Please feel free to comment at any length.  Also, our client may want to call on you for some additional information.  And I may need to call again as a follow up. Is this all right with you?

Naturally the introduction will need to be written to reflect the position to be filled and the company that wants to hire.

1) How long did Candidate work with you and at which company? 
2) Was this a contract or permanent position and what was Candidate’s title(s) or role(s)?  
3) What was your working relationship with Candidate? (hiring manager, direct supervisor, co-worker/lateral, direct report, company director, if other, please define) 

4) Were you familiar with Candidate’s assignments – his performance goals? 

5) What was the primary mission of his team, what outcomes were they to achieve? 
6) What was the secondary mission? 
7) What was the technical environment? 
8) What functional areas was Candidate responsible for? 

9) What were the major projects or tasks that he worked on? 

10) In your opinion, what are his greatest strengths as a manager or executive? 
11) In your opinion, were there any areas where he could improve his skills? 
12) Can you give me your observations on Candidate’s client interface skills, that is his customer facing skills? 
13) Can you give me your observations regarding Candidate’s success at closing major contracts, strategic alliances, or other important revenue generating relationships? 
14) Do you have direct knowledge regarding Candidates ability to acquire funding or financing required to grow a business, from corporate, VC, investment banking, or other sources? 
15) Can you give me your opinion regarding Candidate’s effectiveness in raising money from venture capitalists or other sources to grow a business. 
16) Do you have any knowledge regarding Candidate’s effectiveness in working with a Board of Directors, either as a member or as a senior corporate officer reporting to the Board? 
17) From the first month you worked together or became familiar with Candidates work, what first impressions still remain? 
18) Why did he leave the assignment or the company for which you are giving a reference? 
19) Did you learn anything from him during the time you worked together?
20) What was his most significant accomplishment while you worked together or for the period for which you are giving a reference?  
21) What budgets were Candidate’s responsibility on the reference assignment? 
22) Do you know approximately the dollar levels of those budgets? 
23) How many direct and indirect reports was he responsible for? 
24) How many of these reports were senior level, VP or Director or the similar? 

25) Can you tell me how intense or stressful the work environment was on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 the most intense & stressful, such as 24x7 mission critical service with an unstable IS/IT platform & unhappy customers?  

26) To your knowledge did Candidate meet or exceed project goals? 

27) Were deadlines met and tasks completed on time? 
28) On budget? 
29) Do you know how Candidate expanded/kept current his skill set? 

30) Do you know how Candidate expanded/kept current his team’s skill sets? 
Now please give your ratings for Candidate as Superior, Very Good, Good, or Average for Industry in the following areas.  I appreciate any comments you have.  Please feel free to speak at length:

After each question I ask Superior, Very Good, Good, or Average for Industry – and when I get the response I ask if the reference has any additional comments.

31) In your opinion, how effective was Candidate in meeting his hiring plan? 
32) How effective was he in attracting senior management & executive talent?

33) How would you rate his interaction with technical founders? 

34) How do you rate his track record of delivering against his promises? 

35) How do you rate his Leadership Skills

36) How do you rate his Customer Facing Skills?

37) How do you rate his ability to raise equity or funding for projects? 
38) How do you rate his Technical Ability?



39) How do you rate his Commitment to Work?



40) How do you rate his Dependability?

41) How do you rate his Integrity?


42) How do you rate his team recruiting, building, motivating skills?


43) How do you rate his effectiveness in handling conflict among team members?
44)  How do you rate his effectiveness in handling conflict between functional departments? 

45) How do you rate his communication skills with non-technical upper management? 
46) How do you rate his working relationship with his bosses and/or the BOD?
47) How do you rate his communication skills with professional audiences?
48) How do you rate his communication skills with the financial community, that is VCs, investment bankers, CFOs, corporate directors, research analysts, & others involved in funding or valuing companies?

49) Would you work with him again or rehire? 
50) Is there anything else about Candidate that you could tell me to help me understand his strong points & possible areas for improvement both as an employee & an executive?  
51) Finally, would you rate your overall reference for Candidate as Very Positive, Positive, Slightly Positive, Neutral, or Negative? 

Thank you for your time.  I appreciate your help & professional courtesy.  If you need to reach me again my phone number is 650-747-9238 and I can be reached 7AM to 10PM, 7 days per week, PST.
Next month I will revisit the recruiting process and focus primarily on building trust – a key ingredient in building the winning new venture team.

Contact: Please address all comments & inquiries to: Bo Varga, bvarga@USnano.biz, skype siliconvalleynano. Bo uses transaction focused marketing to close business deals, fundings, and to recruit top quality people.
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