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Recruiting can feel a lot like dating: Two parties looking for people 
they want to spend their days with, both excited for the opportunity 
to find the right fit but nervous about the risks involved. 

And everything is magnified after the first time somebody you 
thought you had a connection with spurns you. After all, broken 
hearts can be hard to mend. Just as in love, so it is with company 
turnover. And nobody likes turnover. For starters, it’s extremely 
expensive.1 And for recruiters and hiring managers, it’s a huge  
time consumer. 

And quite frequently, turnover can be prevented through better 
hiring processes. 

When organizations make bad hires or don’t offer the training 
and resources necessary to keep an employee on board (often 
because they didn’t realize the need existed at the time of hire), 
they have nobody to blame but themselves. Bad hires are usually 
the result of looking for the wrong thing in a candidate or not 
setting the right expectations during the hiring process.

The hard truth is that failed hiring processes can be detrimental  
to an organization, but the liberating reality is that recruiters can  
fix so many of these problems just by fixing hiring processes.

So, here are nine things recruiters 
do that they shouldn’t if they want 
to hire and retain the right people:

Introduction



Drag their feet
Today’s recruiting market isn’t quite as extreme as a pretty girl visiting an all-boys school,  
but we are definitely living in an employee’s market.2 

There are more positions available than hires occurring, and top candidates can choose between multiple 
options. Recruiters who drag their feet during the hiring process are losing out on the most talented recruits. 
Candidates hate waiting, and when a solid option is guaranteed, they will frequently take it.

As much as recruiters cannot afford to drag their feet, there is also a balance to aim for. You can’t afford to rush 
the process without taking the necessary time to screen your candidates fully and manage expectations. Being 
swifter than your competition does you no good if you make a bad hire. So, the name of the game is efficiency. 
Recruiters who put efficient processes in place will be able to make offers in good time and ensure they’re 
making good hires.
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Rush the job description
Job descriptions are a lot like dating profiles. If you claim you’re looking for a dog lover in a dating profile, 
you better actually mean it. Otherwise, you’re limiting the potential matches and putting yourself in a situation 
where a person’s love of dogs has a disproportionate impact on your dating life. 

It comes down to this: accurate job descriptions save time,3 and time is invaluable in the hiring 
process. By creating accurate job descriptions, recruiters save themselves from many hours of 
screening because the description does the screening for them. For example, rather than sifting 
through 100 applications from candidates with varying levels of qualification, you might only need  
to sort through 25 candidates, all of whom are qualified. 

Hiring managers are often too busy (or too stressed) to slow down and 
think about what kind of candidate they really need. Recruiters can—and 
should—help managers by honing in on what the job description should 
say. They should get into specific details and help describe what the 
ideal candidate realistically looks like. 

Here are five specific things recruiters should help hiring managers 
determine when creating job descriptions:

 • Five specific skills a person needs for the job
 • What they will do most of their time 
 • What tasks they can learn after being hired
 • How their success will be measured
 • How much experience they need

Speaking of mistakes recruiters can make 

when creating job descriptions, one of 

the most common is to pursue the purple 

squirrel.4 Holding out for a candidate that 

may not even exist is a humongous waste 

of time. If you face resistance from a hiring 

manager in the process of creating job 

descriptions, simply remind them that you 

can usually hire and train a candidate that has 

good qualifications (but doesn’t meet every 

single criterion) more quickly than you can 

find that elusive purple squirrel
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Use the post and pray method
If you’re looking for somebody you can take home to your conservative parents, maybe stop looking for love  
in dive bars.

Far too many recruiters and other HR professionals throw money at whatever job boards they can find, hoping 
simply to attract more candidates. While it’s true that this approach might bring more traffic and applications, 
the quality of these candidates is left to chance. And chances are, it won’t work out. Recruiters who do this are 
far more likely to find a lot of unqualified applicants which wastes time and opportunity. 

When recruiting, you need to think like a marketer and identify your target 
audience. Before you start posting the position on job boards, answer the 
following questions about your target audience:

 • Who are they?
 • Where will they find the ad?
 • Why would they want to apply to the job?

In other words, put yourself in their shoes and decide if the job ad you’re 
creating will appeal to the ideal candidate. If you’re not reaching them where 
they actually are, or speaking their language, you’re wasting your time. 

For example, if you’re looking to hire a senior marketing manager, you might 
not want to post the position on Facebook since that’s not where your ideal 
candidate is looking for their next job. When choosing among job boards, 
ask for case studies, demographics, and other information that will help you 
determine if that board is right for the role you’re trying to fill. If it is, then run 
with it. If not, just move on to the next job board.
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Rush phone screens
Whether it’s a shotgun wedding or an elopement, hurrying through courtship can be very dangerous for anybody 
looking for a lasting long-term relationship. 

Once they’ve found a few qualified candidates, many recruiters and other HR professionals, are eager to move to 
the next step. They rush the phone screen process, often because they chose too many candidates to screen. 

If you’re performing too many phone screens, each of them is more likely to be rushed. Spending time on the 
phone with poor candidates makes it harder to build relationships with your best candidates. 

When you focus on each phone screen, you’re able to make time for thorough conversations where both parties 
can ask questions and be candid with each other. Recruiters can gauge the candidate’s true fit, identify any red 
flags, and provide crystal-clear expectations (and the candidate can do the same).
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Use too many cooks
There’s value in seeking others’ opinions on a new love interest, but if you ask too many people, you’ll never 
find anybody truly worth dating.

Many organizations include a wide array of hiring managers (and sometimes other employees) in the interview 
process, making it nearly impossible to come to a clear consensus on any one candidate. And while this may 
seem like a good way to filter out the wrong people, the reality is that it can also eliminate the right people, too. 

Consider this example: There are five permanent members of the U.N. Security Council, including the 
U.S., China, France, the U.K., and Russia. In order to take military action, all five of these nations have to 
independently agree. What are the odds that these five countries would agree on anything, let alone a decision 
as momentous as military action? Exactly. 

While this kind of caution might be necessary for a military decision, your hiring decision shouldn’t be so 
difficult or time-consuming (consider how so few of people get hired in the summer because so many hiring 
managers are on vacation). Involving more people in the process can create unnecessary roadblocks. This 
isn’t to say you can’t consult with multiple parties affected by a role in the recruiting process, but leave only a 
couple people in charge of making final decisions.
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Create too many steps
The world record for longest wedding engagement is 67 years.5  
It’s safe to say their vetting process had too many steps.

Too many steps in the hiring process can compel candidates to  
move on, especially when they have other options to choose from. 
The following are good questions to answer as you try to condense  
your hiring process:

 •  Do you really need to bring in the candidate  
for multiple interviews? 

 •  Can you make the first interview meaningful  
enough that you don’t need the second?

 •  What are some areas of your hiring process that  
can be cut to save time?

 •  What are some steps in your hiring process that  
aren’t relevant for this particular candidate?

By making each step more meaningful, and cutting out  
unnecessary ones, you can limit the time between application  
and hire, which will give you a competitive advantage and  
make for far fewer hiring headaches
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Try “magic bullet” questions
Speed dating may work for some people, but it almost certainly doesn’t work just because you’ve found the 
one true question that allows you to peer straight into their soul. 

Just like foolproof pick-up lines, so-called “magic bullet” 
interview questions aren’t real.6 If they were, everybody 
would ask them in every interview. So, while it might be 
nice to know that if your candidate could be any car, 
they’d be a Jeep Cherokee, this information isn’t  
actually relevant to how fit they are for the job. 

Nor are almost all other random questions that may pop in a recruiter’s 
or hiring manager’s mind during the interview. Avoid gimmicky or improvisational 
questions, and center the interview around the specific position the person is  
applying for, and stay consistent from candidate to candidate.

With that foundation in mind, you can use a structured format. Come with 
predetermined—relevant—questions and scorecards for each of the interviewers.  
They can all rank each candidate on important things like culture fit, skill set, and  
industry knowledge. 

With consistent questions for each interview, you can more accurately compare  
candidates and compensate for individual biases. Because as much as one hiring  
manager’s gut may tell him Candidate X is the one, that doesn’t mean you should forgo  
all other structure and logic.
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Blow the reference call
Just like you’d be crazy to get too involved with somebody without meeting their close friends or family, you’re 
taking a huge risk when you don’t use the reference call correctly. 

Like every other step of the hiring process, there are multiple ways in which hiring managers, recruiters, and 
HR professionals can blow the reference call. The first and most obvious way is to skip it altogether. By doing 
so, you may miss crucial information. 

Another way you can blow the reference call is to take too long to complete it. While many recruiters (and 
references) might prefer to use email, the back-and-forth communication via email can leave you waiting too 
long for replies. In many instances, it probably makes the most sense just to call them since 49 percent of 
people who turn down job offers do so because they’ve already accepted another offer.7 You can’t afford to 
lose qualified candidates this close to the finish line.

Make the most of your reference calls by asking the right questions. Your candidates  
will likely only refer supportive references, so don’t bother asking if they’re a good  
person (spoiler: they’ll say yes) or what their weaknesses are. Rather, ask 
open-ended questions that may elicit real insights. 

Here are two examples:

 •  What’s an example of a time the candidate handled a  
conflict or criticism? 

 •  When was a time you were really impressed by the  
candidate and what did they do? 

Questions like these require more than a simple, rehearsed answer and can  
draw out real insights on candidate’s character and qualification.
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Ignore the candidate experience
No matter how much you like somebody, if you don’t treat them the way they want to be treated, you’re going  
to lose them to someone who will. 

We mentioned before that recruiters need to think like marketers, but it goes beyond that. Recruiters need  
to think like customer service gurus, too. And, you guessed it, the candidates are your customers. 

Not every candidate is going to become an employee, but virtually every candidate will remember their 
experience with you in the hiring process. This is an opportunity to grow your employer brand, but it can also  
be a problem if you don’t get the process right.

Unfortunately, human beings often remember negative experiences more clearly than positive ones. According  
to one expert, it takes 12 positive experiences to make up for one unresolved negative experience.8 So to 
preserve your organization’s reputation, it’s imperative that those negative experiences are few and far between.

“ The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it 
has taken place.” —George Bernard Shaw

As is the case in almost any relationship, communication is key. From the 
very beginning in the job description to the very end, recruiters and other 
hiring managers must clearly communicate with all candidates. When you 
assume they know something, you put yourself and your organization’s 
reputation at risk. So, always make sure the candidate is on the same  
page with you.

Candidates want to be respected throughout the interview process. When you 
give them individual attention and respect, candidates will almost always walk away 
from the experience with a favorable opinion of you and your organization, whether 
you hire them or not. And everyone will live happily ever after. 
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