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PRAISE FOR 
CUSTOM-FIT




Custom-Fit nails it. We don’t have a vision problem—we have a human capital problem. As an entrepreneur, I know firsthand the unique challenges of building a successful team. I’ve faced the painful consequences of hiring failures, both financially and emotionally.


Custom-Fit is an invaluable resource for anyone navigating the complexities of hiring and managing talent in small businesses and start-ups. Kate’s no-nonsense approach provides actionable tools to shorten your learning curve and build a team of the right people in the right seats. This book is a game-changer for entrepreneurs aiming to build high-performing teams and drive their businesses forward.


—Gregory M. Susco


President & CEO, Telamon Insurance Network


Custom-Fit is a game-changing guide for entrepreneurs and small business owners looking to build high-impact teams. Kate Morgan provides a step-by-step guide with clever tools and real-world examples to streamline hiring and turn it into a strategic advantage. A must read for leaders ready to elevate their companies with exceptional talent.


—Christian Magel


Cofounder and managing partner, Venture Lane Studio


In Custom-Fit, Kate brings invaluable lessons from her experience to life with a rare combination of clarity, insight, and authenticity. As a chief people officer, I can say that this book is more than just a road map to hiring human capital—it’s a compass for anyone navigating the journey of building teams.


—Jenn Soldner, PHR


Chief people officer, Energy North, Inc.


Kate Morgan has been my only go-to guru on hiring and people for over a decade, so I was thrilled to see Kate share her wisdom in Custom-Fit. Kate delivers a master class in the art of team-building with wit, authenticity, and hard-earned wisdom. This book isn’t just a guide; it’s a lifeline for entrepreneurs navigating the complex world of hiring. Kate’s unique approach, emphasizing alignment and accountability, ensures you’re not just hiring employees but building a resilient, mission-driven team. Custom-Fit is a must read for every small business owner ready to transform people challenges into a competitive advantage.


—John Goscha


Founder, Native Voice AI, Lucidity Lights, and IdeaPaint (acquired)


Kate is a people entrepreneur who disrupted her industry to the point where my first conversation around her fee structure had me blurt out “No way!” She has every right to teach us novel ways to think about human capital, and her book is a generous, authentic lesson in building a true competitive advantage.


—Rony Sellam


CEO of InsideTracker


Start-up companies are as delicate as butterfly wings—one bad hire can mangle the enterprise beyond mending. Kate’s years of experience have enabled her to develop a tried-and-true process for making the right hires at the right time and avoiding catastrophic mistakes. There could be no better guide than Custom-Fit for assembling a winning team.


—William O’Farrell


Entrepreneur and adjunct professor, Columbia Business School


Former CEO of Body Labs & SpeechWorks


I have had the privilege of working with and knowing Kate for almost thirty years. She is a lifelong entrepreneur who is dedicated to helping others achieve success by identifying fantastic talent. Custom-Fit is literally a user guide for entrepreneurs who want to build great teams and hire successfully. In Kate’s authentic voice, she shares real-world examples and actionable frameworks to help small businesses and start-ups achieve sustainable success.


—Jill Larsen


Chief people officer, Synopsys


In my work fixing and building small/midsize businesses, I’ve found a key root cause of their growth pains is their hiring approach. With Custom-Fit, Kate has provided a simple and compelling framework that any company can utilize and turn talent acquisition into a core competency.


—Michael K. Vann


President, The Vann Group, LLC


Kate Morgan’s no-fluff insight has completely changed how I think about hiring. In Custom-Fit, she generously shares her proven tactics for creating a thriving culture. It’s a must read for any entrepreneur serious about building a strong, scalable team.


—Cianna Winnick


Founder, Keane Management Accountants, LLC
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FOREWORD


I’m a software engineer by training. For the last twenty-five years, my job has essentially been to start things: six start-ups and four nonprofits. The start-ups I founded include Kayak.com and GetHuman.com. The nonprofits are Embrace Boston, the Winter Walk for Homelessness, Summits Education, and the Bipolar Social Club.


I’ve worked hard on many skills as a founder. None matters more than hiring well. Think about the best person you have ever worked with, then think about the worst.


Now, how would you like to learn how to get ten more of the best and none of the worst? In my experience—and this is critical—your first five hires will set the tone for the next fifty. The first fifty hires will set the tone for the next five hundred. So choose each hire carefully.


Kate’s book will help—a lot. She brings years of hands-on experience helping companies like yours master hiring. But you’ll also need to practice a lot to get good at:


• Sourcing the best talent


• Convincing them to meet you (the best talent often aren’t actively looking for a new job)


• Conducting the meetings


• Exciting candidates about the opportunity


• Evaluating their fit


• Training your team on interviewing


• Checking references and back channels


• Making and negotiating offers


• Setting new hires up for success


Kate shares my belief that you have to build world-class hiring into your company’s culture. This should be an ongoing discussion with your team. Buckle in, because becoming a guru at hiring will not happen overnight. It will take effort. You should always be recruiting even when you don’t have an open position. When you’re meeting with someone you admire, always find a way during the meeting to ask them questions like, “Who is the best marketer you know?” and then, when and if they describe someone that sounds amazing, ask for an intro!


Hiring isn’t just a skill—it’s the foundation of your company’s future. The people you bring on board will shape everything, from your culture to your success. As a founder, you can’t afford to wing it or rely on gut instinct. Kate’s book, Custom-Fit, is the guide you need to get it right.




Kind regards,


Paul English


Entrepreneur and activist


Kayak, Supercal, Bipolar Social Club, Summits Education, Embrace Boston







 


INTRODUCTION




No matter how brilliant your mind or strategy, if you’re playing a solo game, you’ll always lose out to a team.


—REID HOFFMAN





As entrepreneurs, I believe we have an innate, heightened sense of responsibility and purpose. We want to change, improve, and develop products and services that will improve the world. We aren’t on this earth to roll with the status quo—we want to create a greater impact. Of course, that also comes with its own unique set of challenges—otherwise known as people.


In the movie A Bug’s Life, the character Hopper says in a goading tone, “First rule of leadership: everything is your fault.”1 This is both funny and perfectly relatable if you are an entrepreneur. What Hopper forgot to add is that if you hire amazing people who enthusiastically support your mission, they can help share the burden of running a growing company with all of the varied challenges that it poses.


Hire wisely, and your team will create a competitive advantage in your market. But hiring even one bad apple can keep you awake at night, drive you to drink, and question the validity of your sanity. (I know this firsthand.) This book is written specifically for those in the trenches of small business and start-up life. As a fellow entrepreneur, I understand the unique pressures and constraints you’re under when it comes to building your team.


Professionally, I have spent almost my entire career in talent acquisition. Most might assume that I am a “headhunter,” but that would be wrong. I don’t believe recruiters should be paid on commission, which is the approach headhunters take. Headhunters typically prioritize filling a seat over finding the perfect fit—because they receive a financial incentive to do so. The problem with that model is they are going to “sell” you a candidate, often covering things they may know or discover that would make the candidate less of a match. On the flip side, they will “sell” your company to a candidate, telling them how wonderful your company is when there could be a clear cultural mismatch. A recruiter’s world is all about orchestrating hires for money.


The way I have set up my team is that we are paid hourly, much like you would pay your attorney or certified public accountant. We are paid to advise and coach our clients, while also looking to truly understand what makes their companies unique and what type of employee will thrive in their environments. By removing the commission aspect of our compensation, the focus is purely on sourcing the right hire for the long term. Great care has to be taken to do this, which is why we joke that my team and I are paid to judge people. The truth is we just care a whole hell of a lot because of how we believe we fit into the ecosystem of supporting our clients.


You’re not going to find advice here based on experiences with Fortune 500 companies or tech giants. My expertise comes from years of working with businesses just like yours—the ones that were grown from ideation to inception with lots of blood, sweat, and tears along the way. I’m coming from a place where every hire counts, where one person can make or break a quarter, and where “wearing multiple hats” is a way of life.


Universally, regardless of the industry you are in, the people you hire will always add dynamic complexities. You can have all the practical and operational tools and tactics in place. You can write the most sound business strategy and be well capitalized. You can monitor, check and adjust, optimize, and execute in real time all day long. Your people, though, are your wild card. People can be pure pandemonium. That’s why you need to hire people who are custom-fit for you and your company.


Your Barrier to Success


Your greatest hurdle and risk isn’t raising more capital or implementing more processes. Your biggest challenge will be making sure the people you surround yourself with will be the ones who will truly elevate your organization’s capabilities. The right people will become your greatest asset, not just to your company but to you personally. The wrong people will be instant liabilities that will degrade your company and, potentially, your mental health.


This is why I am here. I’ve written this book to provide you with the tools and best practices to help you surround yourself with the best team for you and your business. The sooner you can establish sound hiring practices, the greater your chance of success. Even when you have those in place, you still need to remember that no matter how much you do, people are wonderful and maddening, and oh so unpredictable—and you won’t get far without them.


You won’t read about work we’ve done for Google, Microsoft, Facebook, or any of the big splashy names that are in the media. Our clients are the venture capital (VC)-backed, bootstrapped, owner-operated companies that represent 45.9 percent of the entire US workforce of the United States job market.2 In these companies, every individual hire counts. Geoff Smart and Randy Street, in their book Who, state that jobs aren’t general, so don’t hire generalists.3 However, our clients are always evolving, pivoting, and adapting for a myriad of reasons, which require employees to also be evolving and adapting.


The Small Company Difference


Candidates who are specialized and end up in these environments as employees can become disenfranchised when they are asked to operate outside of their desired area of focus. Sometimes, though, you just need people who are willing to wear multiple hats, such as asking a finance person if they are willing to oversee human resources (HR) and more operational roles. Hiring people who are willing to support other areas of your business helps to reduce your overhead as well as keep everything off your plate. Because of this, though, small companies, ironically, can give an employee far greater experiences while also providing a deeper sense of purpose. In these environments information and (hopefully) accolades can travel quickly, so employees can feel their impact across the organization.


Philosophically, I look at managing people a lot like how I think of parenting. Employees might read that and find it patronizing, but from my perspective, it is quite the opposite. In fact, I have “A company’s greatest asset is its people” written on the back of my business cards. To wit, I take immense responsibility in wanting the best for my employees: offering 100 percent healthcare, 401(k), and unlimited paid time off. I listen to and care about them as individuals.


What people in general don’t realize is that the stressors that are on entrepreneurs and business owners are far greater than when you happen to be a manager working for a large company. I remember the spit-take reaction I had when I first launched my venture and someone said, “It must be nice to work for yourself!” Work for myself? Please. I don’t work for myself; I work for my employees and their families, my clients, my certified public accountant, my attorney, and so much more. I have managed people when I worked for companies and never experienced the level of stress I have experienced as an entrepreneur. When you work for larger companies managing people, it is just different.


In running a small business, there are ripple effects with every interaction that feel far greater, which is why I have found that most business owners hang on to people who are wrong for the job longer than they should. As entrepreneurs, your company is an extension of you, which is why thinking of the parent-child relationship comes to my mind. In those situations, there are consequences and dependencies that have a greater impact on a team of ten than a team of one hundred or one thousand. That is why getting hiring right is the single most important thing you can do for your company.


Get it wrong and you, too, may experience the thrill of an existential crisis as you contemplate the impact of the first employee to leave your company. In earlier-stage companies, we are just prone to always be looking forward, and when a person gives their notice, it can feel like a bit of an affront to your mission. When it is someone integral to your operations, it can make you feel like you are an abject failure.


People will say they “take jobs,” as in, “I’m so excited! I just took a job with a new company.” But people don’t take jobs—they take companies. When candidates come to work for my company and for our clients, they have made a choice based on the information they know at that moment. We, as employers, need to reinforce their decision to join us because, while they chose us when they accepted our offer, they will continue to have opportunities that surface from other companies looking to hire them away. It’s our ongoing task to ensure they continue to willingly “take” the job we have for them.


As you continue to grow your employees’ abilities, they become even more attractive to your competitors. You have to do the best you can, within your abilities, to keep your best people. When I say that, people naturally jump to thinking I am suggesting paying more money. For many organizations, that may not be feasible, particularly with the rise in healthcare and the cost of doing business going up significantly. What I mean is that you have to be ready to really listen to them. Sometimes, it will just be time for the really good ones to move on. When they do, it may hurt, but they won’t owe you a thing.


Being good to our employees is more than just critical. It’s our obligation to provide safe and happy environments where they can thrive. When they demand that they get Fridays off through the summer, it’s our responsibility to smile and patiently explain that clients and customers and even you are still working, and they are needed. Things like this and a host of other situations that you will have to address are included in the burden of power.


I have meticulously built my firm to help founders find success through the people that they employ. Though our model crosses many different industries, the process and methodology I have developed over twenty-five years are riveted on those things that I know to be true in order to build the high-performing teams that are the foundation of your competitive advantage.


We pride ourselves on developing a deep understanding of our clients’ businesses and pairing it with our ability to read people from years of studying communication styles and gauging emotional intelligence. Like functional health doctors, we want to understand the root cause for what makes a candidate and client great, or concerns that we may need to address, not just slap on a Band-Aid or use pharmaceuticals to mask the situation.


The longer you are in business, the more experience you will have with the people variable in your equation for success. While large corporations often grab headlines, it’s small businesses that form the bedrock of the American economy. Recent data from the US Small Business Administration reveals a remarkable figure: 33.3 million businesses in the United States qualify as small businesses, making up 99.9 percent of all US businesses.4 Of those, small businesses employ nearly half of the American workforce and represent 43.5 percent of America’s gross domestic product.5 And every one of those business owners will have a story for you.


What You’ll Learn


My goal with this book is to help you minimize the learning curve and protect your emotional constitution. As I tell the student entrepreneurs and the accelerator cohorts I coach, we always hear how “someone stole an idea,” yet we never hear about how someone stole their execution. Execution requires the people you surround yourself with to contribute and deliver on. This is where your competitive advantage lies. Hire the best, and you will have success.


I am not going to even suggest you have to pay the highest salaries or rates. I don’t believe that is practical. Money is not the driving motivator for most people. In fact, those candidates who are driven by money tend to be fickle and are never fully invested in the mission of your organization. I’ll be talking more about intrinsic and extrinsic motivators later in the book and how and when to use them for optimal leverage that will keep your employees happy without cash-strapping you.


Here are some key takeaways you’ll gain from reading this book:


• A no-BS guide to the wild world of “peopleing” in small businesses and start-ups where every hire can make or break your company


• Practical, get-it-done-yesterday strategies for finding and keeping top employees when you can’t woo them with big company perks or deep pockets


• An understanding of the emotional roller coaster of hiring—because, let’s face it, sometimes your employees will be “batshit crazy,” and you need to be prepared


• A blueprint for creating a hiring plan that doesn’t just look pretty on paper but actually works in the trenches of your growing business


• Real stories from the front lines: the good, the bad, and the “What the hell was I thinking?” moments that’ll help you avoid the same pitfalls


• A guide to efficient performance improvement plans (PIPs), when someone is salvageable, and the encouragement to let go of bad actors


Remember, folks, we’re not here for HR-speak or cookie-cutter advice. We’re here to get real about building a team that’ll help your business soar—without losing your sanity in the process.


My hope is that, when you are done reading this, you will be more confident in hiring with authenticity to create the teams that will propel you forward. As kids, we heard from teachers and parents that we are all special because we are unique. Likewise, your company is special, and you need to promote its uniqueness because one size doesn’t fit all when it comes to people. The more unique or special your culture, product, or services are, the more you need to celebrate that uniqueness through upping yourself in the game of finding the right talent. You need a custom-fit approach.


This is why I’m not giving you an HR paint-by-numbers, formulaic process aimed at staffing those with the highest GPA carrying the pedigrees of the Ivy League schools that may have been earned on legacy. While those can be great factors to consider when recruiting, they don’t necessarily predispose candidates to the attributes of resiliency and scrappiness that propel start-ups and small companies forward.


People are wonderful and complex, and sometimes they can suck every ounce of energy you have. In a family situation, we term some of our relationships as dysfunctional. In an employer-employee relationship, we can occasionally see the same dysfunctionality. The only difference is we pay money for these people to be in our immediate circle.


I write this book from an entrepreneur’s view because an HR perspective is very different, as it doesn’t exist the same way in companies that are sub-twenty-five people. The laws are different, the amount of money you can afford for talent development is minimal, and you, as the founder, are the nucleus of your organization.


You are the person to set the stage for your human capital: designing and developing your hiring plans, writing your first job descriptions, identifying your core values, and thinking about who your first sales hire will be. We aren’t born with this knowledge; it evolves. After you read these chapters and the stories of those founders who have gone before you, you will be far more prepared to grapple with the most challenging part of your business—your people.


Are you ready to do some peopleing? Let’s go!




 


CHAPTER 1


The Peopleing Paradox: Dealing with the Feels When Building Your Dream Team




If you think it’s expensive to hire a professional, wait until you hire an amateur.


—RED ADAIR







STRAIGHT-TALK SNAPSHOT


Being an entrepreneur requires you to be fearless to a certain degree. It takes courage and an innate desire to take the risk to create something from nothing and convince people to follow you. There is nothing as equally invigorating and as nerve wracking as starting a business then adding sentient beings to the mix, a.k.a. your employees, that you have to manage.


What I hear from nearly all the clients I’ve advised and the entrepreneurs I’ve coached is “businessing” is the easy part, and “peopleing” is what makes that hard.


This is especially true if, like me who has built a professional services organization, you see your business as an extension of yourself. Your organization, products, or services then take on a personality your employees need to get along with, adding further complexity to the “peopleing” you need to do. However, thinking through how and who you hire helps to reduce potential operational friction.





A few years after I started my company, I had an employee who went sour. Actually, sour would have been an understatement. Let’s call it unhinged since that is way more aligned with what I experienced. Through this situation, I got to experience the rapture of being emotionally shanghaied.


Imagine pouring everything—heart and soul—into building your company. You meticulously selected each team member, believing they shared your vision and values. Then, out of the blue, a situation with one of the team members spirals so far out of control that you find yourself using words like “lawyer” and “lawsuit.” Now you’re faced with someone who no longer remotely resembles the person you hired. Worse yet, you later find out that the perfect hire did time for attempted murder.


This was the situation I found myself in, despite having spent the bulk of my career hiring and managing people and essentially doing everything right. How could I have accidentally hired someone who did jail time for attempted murder? I don’t think I need to explain that this newfound fact definitely didn’t align with my core values.


I shared the details of my predicament in my CEO forum while I was in the thick of dealing with it. A seasoned entrepreneur I deeply respected—a woman on her second successful business—reached over, patted my hand, and said with a mixture of empathy and amusement, “Aw, your first lawsuit. It’s so cute!”


Now, to many, this might have sounded patronizing. But as a Bostonian (we’re known for being kind but not nice), I found it oddly comforting. In that moment, I realized two crucial things:


1. I wasn’t alone. Every business owner and business leader experience trials that will grate on their very last nerve.
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