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Most hiring mistakes come from leaders solving the wrong problem. These are patterns I’ve seen repeatedly,
even in experienced leadership teams. If you recognize one, you’re not failing. You’re being human under
pressure. The danger is not recognizing them early enough.

1 Hiring for relief instead of readiness

This happens when the team is overloaded, leaders are tired,
or the role has been open too long. The internal narrative
becomes: “We just need someone in the seat.” The bar gets
quietly lowered.

“They’ll grow into it.” “We can coach them.”

“They’re good enough for now.”

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

constant clarification questions
over-reliance on the leader

slow independent decision-making
“Can you just…” requests increasing, not
decreasing

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

urgency, desire to “get someone
in,” a lowered bar under pressure.

L E A D E R S  T E L L  T H E M S E L V E S

“The hire is still ramping.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

This creates a hire who absorbs attention instead
of reducing it, or a hire absorbing capacity, not
creating it. It is short-term relief and long-term
drag.

2 Confusing confidence with capability

Polished candidates feel safe. They speak clearly and know the
language. However, confidence in an interview often reflects
preparation, not performance. The risk: overweighting
presence, underweighting judgment, mistaking fluency for
depth.

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

difficulty explaining why decisions were made
avoidance of ambiguity

shallow problem framing
overconfidence in early assumptions

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

strong presence, smooth answers,
and polished communication.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“They sound right.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

They know the language, not the terrain. Great
leaders probe past confidence to expose what
could be potential areas of concern.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 1

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 2
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3 Hiring for skill while ignoring will

This is the most expensive mistake. Skill answers what
someone can do. Will answers how and when they do it.
Ignoring “will” leads to hires who perform well individually,
struggle in ambiguity, drain energy in teams, and resist
accountability under pressure.

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

resistance to team norms

friction in collaboration
selective engagement

“That’s not my job” energy

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

strong resume, technical
competence, and clear capability.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“They’re just intense.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

Skill is present. Commitment to how the team
works is not. You don’t feel this on day one; you feel
it at month six.

4 Assuming past success transfers automatically

Leaders often think: “They succeeded there, they’ll succeed
here.” This ignores context. Companies differ in pace, tolerance
for chaos, decision authority, and collaboration styles.

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

re-creating old playbooks
frustration with current constraints

comparisons to previous company
dismissiveness of local context

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

an impressive track record,
recognizable logos and fast
promotions elsewhere.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“They need time to adjust.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

They’re trying to transplant success instead of
building within the new context. Past success
without reflection is a risk multiplier.

5 Avoiding hard questions to keep momentum

When hiring moves fast, leaders fear slowing it down. As a
result, they avoid conflict questions, failure stories, emotional
moments, and accountability probes.

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

tension avoidance

indirect communication
escalating issues late

choosing comfortable agreement over honest
debate

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

momentum, comfortable
conversations, and minimal
challenge.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“They’re easy to work

with.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

They avoid discomfort, including necessary
conflict. Momentum feels productive, but
momentum without clarity is how misalignment
enters quietly.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 3

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 4

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 5
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6 Mistaking likeability for fit

You should like the people you hire. But likeability ≠ alignment.
Strong rapport can hide avoidance patterns, weak decision
ownership, dependency on structure, and discomfort with
accountability.

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

boundary testing

inconsistent accountability
passive resistance

influence without ownership

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

strong rapport, shared values and
easy chemistry.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“Everyone likes them.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

Likeability is masking misalignment. Fit reveals
itself when the conversation gets uncomfortable.

7 Outsourcing judgment to process

Processes are helpful but they are not decisive. Following
process looks like: “HR recommended them.” “They interviewed
well.” “The panel agreed.”

E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S I G N S  ·  T I C K  A N Y  Y O U ’ V E  S E E N

leader hesitation in feedback
delayed course correction

“Let’s see how it goes” loops
private doubts during hiring process not
addressed

W H A T  Y O U  S A W  I N  H I R I N G

panel consensus, HR
recommendation, process
comfort.

L E A D E R S  S A Y

“Let’s give it more time.”

W H A T ’ S  ( R E A L L Y )  H A P P E N I N G

Judgment was deferred, now it’s overdue. People
don’t fail processes. They fail the expectations
leaders don’t own.

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 6

F A I L U R E  P A T T E R N  # 7

Y O U R  O W N  P O S T - M O R T E M

Which pattern showed up in your last hire, and what would you probe differently next

time?

The pattern I recognize, and what I saw The hard question I’ll ask next time
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