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This article picks-up where Step 4: Vetting Candidates leaves off and discusses the importance of hiring for 

cultural fit. A candidate can be perfect from a technical standpoint and still be a dramatic mismatch for the 

position at hand if they are not culturally aligned with the company or their closest colleagues. Some argue that 

hiring for cultural fit will undercut diversity, but this need not be the case. Hiring for cultural fit does not equate 

to hiring a clone of one’s self or would-be “friends”. It means that a team will be pulling towards the same goal 

- not that they will get to the goal by traveling the same path.  

So what is organizational culture and how do you hire for it? 

Heart and soul: that is what culture is. It is the essence of an organization. And just as every individual’s 

personality is a unique blend of his or her values, beliefs, underlying assumptions, interests, experiences, 

upbringing, and habits, so too is the core culture of an organization. Herb Kelleher, founder of Southwest 

Airlines, put it this way: “Think of culture as your distinctive advantage—as your unique fingerprint. Everything 

(in our strategy) our competitors could copy tomorrow. But they can’t copy the culture—and they know it.” 

A successful company’s culture is naturally reinforced because it manifests each day in language, decision 

making, and daily work practices. It shapes work enjoyment, work relationships, and work processes, and those 

who live synergistically with a company’s culture would find it hard to imagine another way of operating. 

Employee alignment to the culture enables productivity and contentment. When employees are aligned with 

their organization’s culture, they tend to have similar answers to the question, “Why is the organization 

important?”  

Once an organization’s culture is defined and actively considered in the hiring process, new employees 

contribute faster, perform better and stay longer with the organization. Fear and stress go down because 

employees inherently work together more synergistically. Organizational learning is easier. Employees 

inherently imbue each other with the latest thinking and practices. Most exciting ... work is more fun! Simply 

put, hiring for cultural fit tilts the tables of success in everyone’s favor.  

In the hiring process, questions must be asked that probe into a candidate’s alignment with an organization’s 

culture. Of course, it is a prerequisite that this core culture has been identified and can be articulated. When you 

hire for cultural fit, you hire with an emphasis on values as opposed to skills. This is critical as many skills can be 

taught and developed. Not so with values. Utilizing a hiring template that contains questions tied to culture, as 

well as what to look for in responses, can be highly valuable.  

As an example, if leadership with humility is highly valued, does the candidate strive to keep an interpersonal 

stance that is other-oriented? Does the candidate maintain a commitment to self-evaluation and self-critique? 

Appropriate questions could be as follows: 

 Tell me about a time in your career that you’d like to have back if you could. What is the biggest job 

related mistake you have made?  

 

http://humanresources.about.com/od/glossaryc/g/Core-Values.htm
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 Tell me about a situation when you deferred to someone else’s view of how to tackle a problem. 

 

In another example, a core cultural value may be adaptability and flexibility. Appropriate questions could be 

as follows: 

 

 Tell me about a time when you had to adjust to someone else’s working style to complete a project or 

achieve an objective.  

 Tell me about a time when you put your needs aside to help a co-worker. 

 

Some additional questions addressing culture include: 

 What matters most to you in work? What makes (or will make) you excited about work? 

 What does “work ethic” mean? What is your work ethic? 

 Define the perfect job for you. What makes it (or would make it) perfect? 

 What two performance areas, or skills would you still like to develop? Why? 

 How would your most challenging direct reports describe your leadership style? 

 How do you play to your strengths? How are these strengths obvious to others—what do they say about 

these strengths? 

 What are three things that motivate you to perform in work, and three in life? 

 What would you do with a free afternoon? How do you like to spend your free time? 

 How do your friends describe you? What makes them think this?  

 What personal qualities do you have that you are most proud of? Why? 

 Here is a situation you will encounter in this workplace (example here). How will you handle this in a 

way that adds value and positively impacts performance? 

 

Whether working with an internal recruiter or a search firm, formal steps must be taken to evaluate a candidate’s 

alignment with a company’s core culture. Poor hires are simply too expensive, both monetarily and emotionally, 

to leave cultural alignment to chance. According to a study by the Society for Human Resources Management 

(SHRM), a bad hire can cost up to five times that person’s annual salary. Additional impacts include decreased 

confidence in leadership, lower employee morale, customer dissatisfaction, lost customers, and reduced quality. 

While the ultimate arbiters of cultural alignment will be members of the hiring team or manager, third party 

recruiters can also be very effective in assessing fit. In order to do this, search consultants must ask astute 

questions of their clients and, more importantly, truly listen to the responses. They must pay attention to what 

is said and, sometimes just as telling, what is not. Of course, the deeper the relationship between the search 

firm and the hiring company, the better a search consultant will be at assessing cultural alignment. 
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Once a candidate has been identified, recruited, attracted and vetted for technical and cultural alignment, it’s 

time to extend the offer. As anyone with significant hiring experience knows, it’s a real heartbreaker when you 

get to the finish line only to have an offer declined. Fortunately, if the candidate has been through the process 

described in these articles, the likelihood of acceptance is already heightened. The next article will address offer 

extension and provide additional insight into how to increase the likelihood of a successful hire.  
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