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IN TRO DUCTIO N

Some companies just get it. You know them, the companies that seem to have their acts together. 

The ones that delight you in every communication. Even if you have a complaint, they handle it 

quickly and you feel like they really care. Other companies, well...not so much. 

Now, of course a million things differentiate companies within an industry; things like fiscal 

resources, technologies and systems, and business strategy.  However, the biggest differentiator 

between best in class companies and laggards is personnel. Obviously, a personable customer 

service rep will make a better impression than an argumentative one. But, the people you don?t see 

can make just as big, if not an even bigger, impact. For example, the strong executive who anticipates 

customer needs and drives the company in that direction is certainly more valuable than the guy who 

keeps things running while largely looking out for himself. Even the programmer with the skill, 

experience, and expertise to write code that responds quicker to user input makes the experience of 

working with the company better than does the guy who cares more about getting the job done than 

about getting the job done right. 

So, the single most important thing any company can do is have the right people. With the right 

people, everything else falls into place. Over the years we?ve learned a lot about how to recruit the 

right people. We?ve also learned some hard, expensive lessons about what not to do, a few of which 

we?ll document here.   This is an eBook that encapsulates our experience and provides insights into 

how to find and screen the kind of technical staff that makes a difference.

We?ve been in the big data and data science space for almost 25 years now. For the past few years 

we?ve grown beyond projects into providing clients with temporary staffing in that specialty. In a way, 

this E-Book is going to give away our secret sauce. We?re going to show you how we?ve gotten so good 

at picking and placing staff. Use it to make your recruiting efforts successful. And, of course, if you?re 

overtaxed, call us - we?d love to help! 

While our focus here is on big data and data science, you can apply these techniques to any field.

Good luck and good hiring! 
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W H ERE TH IS M ETH O DO LO GY

CA M E FRO M
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Having been in consulting for 25 years we?ve seen a LOT of companies. Some seem extremely 

competent. Others seem barely able to open the doors in the morning. These differences are most 

apparent in the people we deal with at these firms. The strong ones seem to have strong staff. And, 

while we?ve worked with both kinds of companies, we honestly seem to have greater success and 

longer-lasting relationships with the strong ones (Similarly, an attorney once told me that he?d 

rather deal with a competent opponent than an incompetent one. At least with a competent 

opponent, things generally move ahead at a decent pace). 

We compete on quality, not on price.  Our clients understand why they?re paying a small premium 

to work with us.  In many cases, they came to us because cheaper solutions failed them.  In failing, 

their costs were way higher than you might think.  Among other things, they lost: 

- The time invested in finding candidates.

- The time and effort invested in administrative tasks and onboarding.

- The time and effort required to familiarize new staff with the existing environment and 

systems.

- The opportunity cost of underperforming staff ? it can take a month or two before a bad 

hire is recognized. Meanwhile, others, depending on that person to deliver, are delayed.

- The cultural cost of embedding a misfit into an otherwise, well-oiled machine.

 Smart companies understand the risks of making a bad hire.  Other companies are still learning.  
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A  "H IRIN G TO UGH "  

PH ILO SO PH Y
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You can sum up our recruiting and hiring philosophy in one sentence: 

 "A good candidate is one that you can't find a good reason to reject" 

Truthfully, a lot of people want jobs - your goal should be to reject almost all of them, to accept only 

those that you can?t find a really good reason to reject.  Reject candidates liberally and accept only 

those who don?t give you a reason to think twice.  For every position we need to fill, we scan a vast 

pool of candidates to find the gold nuggets, the ones worth presenting to our clients. These 

nuggets represent somewhere between 1% and 5% of all the resumes we see. 

Furthermore, if there is one thing we have learned over the years, it?s that the most damaging 

attitude in business is, ?I?m just trying to be a nice guy.? You may be a nice guy but the time to quit it 

is when you're recruiting. Treat your folks well and keep them happy - once they?re on board. But, 

when you?re recruiting, take a hard-nosed approach. 

 The basic process 

We are big believers in developing and adhering to process. Things just go better when they?re 

thought out and done in proven, standard ways. In recruiting, the high-level process is as follows: 

1. Prepare to recruit 

a. Define the need 

b. Develop your screening tools according to the need 

2. Build a candidate pool 

3. Interview top candidates 

4. Perform final, post-interview checks 

5. Onboard 

Step one sets the foundation for success and that is where this e-book focuses. Check back for 

follow-up e-books on the later steps.
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STEP 1:

SUCCESSFUL PREPA RATIO N
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?By fail ing t o prepare, you are prepar ing t o fai l .? 

?  Benjamin Franklin 

In the book BUSINESS IS COMBAT, James Murphy, an ex-fighter pilot, provides an approach to 

getting things done in business that?s based on how the US Air Force executes missions. While he 

makes a number of recommendations, his basic path is plan, brief, execute, and debrief. Success 

starts with planning.  Well, of course it does - everyone knows that. The truth is, though, that 

planning comes in many forms and has many levels. Putting upfront effort into really thinking 

through what you need and how you?re going to get it will pay dividends throughout the recruiting 

process.

 

Here's an example of the cost of poor planning: we were once asked to find a strong SQL Server 

developer for one of our better customers. We felt we understood all of the details of the position 

so, without asking further questions, we jumped on finding a strong SQL Server developer. After 

spending money to place ads and days scanning resumes and interviewing candidates, we came 

up with a couple of really strong options. But, when we ran them by our client, it quickly became 

clear that what they really needed was a SAS expert with some SQL Server knowledge. Better 

preparation, especially just asking a few more questions, could have saved us a few weeks of 

work.  

Def in ing t he need: Ef fect ive role and job descr ipt ions 

For most people, the act of writing forces them to clarify their thoughts. In this case, the act of 

writing your role or job description will help you understand your needs. Don't just think through 

the role description - write it down! It becomes the text you?ll use as you place ads and 

communicate your needs to the world as it simultaneously helps you clarify your thoughts.
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Here are some key questions you must consider as you develop your role or job description: 

What  does success look  l ike? (NOT what  does m y t arget  person look  l ike?)

Almost every job description in the world describes what the winning candidate looks like. For 

example, the "ideal candidate is someone who has 5+ years of experience working with Teradata 

databases and 6 years of experience in SAS." 

Think about this for a moment. Does the duration of experience have any bearing on quality? Do 

you really need someone who has 6 years of SAS? I know developers with just a few years 

experience who are stronger than others who?ve been in the field for ten or more years. Of course, 

some experience with the technology is important. But is designating a requisite amount of 

experience really helping you identify the best candidates? Did the right candidate really learn that 

key thing they need to know between years five and six of their work history? Isn't it conceivable 

that some intelligent, hard-working developer took the initiative to develop their skill-set at a 

faster pace?

You don't need someone who has 6 years of SAS experience - you need someone who can get the 

job done. Frankly, we'd prefer someone who has a less years of SAS experience on a few, long 

assignments to someone who has more years on many, short assignments. Long assignments 

indicate that employers were happy enough to keep folks on board. Short assignments can 

indicate the opposite.

Now dig further into your need. Within SAS, what will the new hire be doing? Do they need to 

know the Base SAS tool and the SAS Enterprise Guide tool?  What about SAS IOM (a tool for 

interfacing SAS with other technologies)? Will they be interacting with IOM or writing interfaces for 

other people to use? 

In other words, your real focus in writing the job description should be on the work you need done, not 

on what you think the right candidate looks like. Your description will note that the person needs to 

know SAS and needs to know how to create interfaces in IOM. Once we get into reviewing resumes 

and then interviewing candidates we can figure out who?s really capable, and we will do it in a 

much more effective way than simply looking for years of experience. 

Are you hir ing a for  a perm anent  role, a t em porary role, or  for  a t em porary role t hat  m ight  

t urn perm anent  (i.e. contract to hire)? 

Of course, you need to have a sense of how long you need this person. In addition, when do you 

need this person to start? If they?re temporary, when do you expect them to complete their 

project? Is there a possibility that the end date will be extended? Keep in mind that many 

candidates prefer long assignments to short ones. Therefore, longer contract lengths and 

opportunities for extension are likely to generate larger pools of qualified talent.

Where do you need t h is person t o be locat ed? 

As we write this, IBM, a huge proponent of remote work arrangements, is changing their policy to 

require all employees to be physically located at an IBM facility. How does your organization feel 

about this? Is remote work acceptable? If not, at which of your locations will your new resource be 

based? 
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 How m uch are you w il l ing t o pay for  t h is resource? 

This obvious criterion really highlights why you need to hire right. If you get this wrong, not only 

have you lost time but you?ve lost the money you wasted trying to bring the wrong candidate up to 

speed.  

What  t echnologies and ot her  sk il ls m ust  t h is resource possess? 

Be sure to think through all the technologies that this person will interact with. Or, in the case of a 

non-technical role, what other skills this person must have. For example, must the person already 

have a strong knowledge of the health insurance claim payment process? 

A common mistake in recruiting technical staff is failing to delineate between administrators and 

developers. For example, while they both work with databases, a database administrator is usually 

responsible for making sure that databases continue to work while a database developer is 

usually responsible for writing new database systems. Which do you need?

 

What  ot her  qualif icat ions m ust  t h is person have? 

So, we?ve nailed down most of the description.  But are there other qualifications needed to 

perform the responsibilit ies of the job?  Ask yourself the following:

- Will they be working directly with business people? If so, verbal communication skills are 

likely critical.

- Will they be producing written reports for consumption by others? Written communication 

skills then also become critical.

- Is this role so industry-specific that the resource must already understand the intricacies of 

the sector before starting? 

Seriously consider these questions. For example, are written communications necessary or nice to 

have? Yes, you want to hire tough but requiring things you don't really need just unnecessarily 

reduces your pool of qualified candidates.
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DEV ELO PIN G YO UR

SCREEN IN G TO O LS
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Now that you know what you really need and have a great role description, it?s time to start 

thinking about how you?re going to determine which applicants pass muster. This frequently 

comes down to a set of questions that you?ll run by each aspirant.  

Note that Yes/No questions have very litt le value. You need questions that will substantiate a ?Yes?. 

For example, you?ll learn a lot more from ?Please describe the difference between a SQL 'Where' 

clause and a SQL 'Having' clause? than you will learn from ?Do you know about SQL 'Having' 

clauses??  It may sound obvious, but this is the trouble you get into when engaging generic  

recruiters who don't have technical experience.

At Dataspace we start with a printed sheet of questions. It contains standard interview questions 

supplemented with questions specific to the current role. We print this sheet for each interview 

and use use it as a place to take notes about candidates. 

St andard quest ions

As mentioned, we start with standard questions that we direct at every candidate. These are pretty 

obvious but for the sake of completeness, the most important ones include: 

- Will you relocate for this role?  When? 

- Why did you leave your last role? (When you pose this question you?ll get a range of good, 

and bad, answers. ?I was laid off when they shut down my department,? isn?t a bad answer. 

?My boss was a total idiot,? is one that might give you pause and cause you to ask if the 

candidate is a team player or, at a minimum, doesn?t think about how his responses might 

land on other people) 

- Are you a US citizen and, if not, what is your visa / immigration status? 

- What other opportunities are you pursuing and where do you stand in the process? (This 

will give you a sense of how urgently you need to advance the candidate) 

- What are your compensation requirements? 
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For contract assignments: 

- Is there anything that might prevent you from completing a long term assignment on-site  

at our facility? 

- Is your desired compensation as a 1099 contractor (i.e. you pay your employment taxes 

and benefits) or as a W2 employee (i.e. we pay for taxes and benefits)? 

- If you?re a 1099 contractor, do you work for a company and would we be contracting with 

that firm? If so, what is that firm? 

Role-Specif ic Quest ions

Of course, you are going to also ask questions specific to the role you're trying to fill. Many of 

these will be technical questions. This is where having someone with a technical background on 

your recruiting team becomes really important. 

Once again, Yes/No questions have very litt le value here. You want technical questions that prove 

your candidate has technical 'chops' and can work through tough problems. When you get to 

interviewing you'll find that some candidates provide correct, yet brief answers. Other candidates 

go into more detail, not only answering the questions but also explaining the implications of those 

answers for your project - we look for this second type of candidate.

So, where do you get your technical questions? You can certainly develop some yourself. The web 

is also loaded with sites containing technical interview questions and answers. Be careful, 

however, the answers on these sites are usually not vetted and can be unreliable. A technical 

expert on your team should be able to vet these. If the answers you find online just don't feel 

right, they probably aren't.

List  of  keywords 

Some recruiting software packages do a rather silly thing - they ask recruiters for the list of 

keywords they want to see on resumes and then count the number of times each term appears 

on each applicant?s resume. The logic is that strong candidate resumes will use those keywords 

more than weak ones. Of course, this makes very litt le sense if for no other reason (and there are 

other reasons) that a capable resume writer may be able to communicate strong experience in 

fewer words than can a weaker one.

Having said this, it is nonetheless important to develop a list of keywords that will appear, at least 

once, on potentially good candidates? resumes.

As a simple example, We recently needed a contractor who had experience with both SAS and SQL 

Server T-SQL stored procedures. We knew that the words SAS and T-SQL would appear on any 

resume from a qualified candidate.  Our job description made clear that these two skills were 

critical.  We received well over 100 resumes, 80% of which did not contain one or both of those 

terms. These were easy to screen out. 
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A key exper ience quest ion  

We know one recruiter who feels that the best qualification for a role is having ?played? that role 

before. While you should temper this thought a bit (Is someone who played the role poorly better 

than someone who has all the skills yet didn?t play the role?), it does have some merit. As you 

develop your list of screening questions, don?t forget to add ?Where have you done work that is 

similar to this?? 

Resum e com par ison quest ion sheet  

Once you begin soliciting candidates, you may find yourself overwhelmed with resumes. If so, 

you?ll need a quick way to remember the exact qualifications you need and to compare the 

resumes. We use a candidate comparison spreadsheet. This is usually just a matrix with a column 

for each key criterion and spaces to note whether or not the candidate has that quality.  This tool 

provides a simple, graphical way to compare candidates.

Ot her  pre-int erview  considerat ions 

Here are a few other things to anticipate and prepare for:

What  dif ferent  int erview  roles are required? 

Will the findings of a single interviewer be sufficient to determine if each candidate is a good fit for 

the role and for your organization? You should consider the things that are important to you and 

decide if you?d like different interviewers to attend. For example, perhaps one person will focus on 

technical competence while another will home in on personality and team fit. 

Once you?ve determined what roles you need in an interview, don?t forget to assign people to 

those roles. 

How m any int erviews w il l  you per form ? 

While some organizations can make a decision after a single interview, others require multiple 

interviews.  

Int erview  by phone, video call, or  in person? 

As a rule, we do interviews either in person or by video call. Why? Believe it or not, we have 

experienced situations where the person we interviewed on the phone was clearly not the person 

who showed up for work on day one. In one case, the candidate we interviewed on the phone 

tested out as an expert in Business Objects. However, the consultant who showed up at work two 

weeks later had abysmal communication skills and had a hard time figuring out how to even start 

Business Objects. 

Face-to-face or video interviews protect you from such uncomfortable situations.  
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Conclusion

With the right team, anything is possible. Building the right team requires starting with the right 

people. Truly excellent companies know this. That 's why it 's so hard to get a job with Google, Apple, 

McKinsey, and other world leaders. Hire tough, like theses companies, and you're on your way to 

building your own, world-class organization.
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