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Here is a scenario that plays out more often than most life sciences founders want to 
admit. 

A candidate arrives with an extraordinary résumé. Twenty years at a top research 
university, a publication list that goes on for pages, deep technical expertise in exactly the area 
the company needs. The team is excited, and the hire is made quickly. And within six months, 
the organization is quietly in crisis, not because the person wasn’t brilliant, but because they had 
never worked anywhere that expected them to build something from scratch, wear six hats at 
once, make decisions without committee approval, or tolerate the fundamental uncertainty that 
defines startup life. 

This is not a story about a bad employee. It is a story about a bad fit. And in early-stage 
life sciences companies, that distinction matters enormously. 

Culture Fit Is Not a Soft Metric 

When people hear “cultural fit,” they often assume it means hiring people who are 
likable, easy to be around, or similar to the existing team. That misunderstanding is exactly what 
leads to both bad hires and biased ones. 

What cultural fit actually refers to is alignment between a candidate’s working style, 
decision-making approach, and professional values and the actual operating environment of the 
organization. As Planet Pharma (2021) describes it: knowing what your company values most is 
foundational to hiring well, and that means getting specific about the behaviors and dynamics 
that make your best people successful, not just the skills they have on paper. 

In life sciences startups, this question is especially high-stakes. The environment is fast, 
resource-constrained, and constantly shifting. The people who thrive in it tend to be comfortable 
with ambiguity, energized by autonomy, and capable of building systems that do not yet exist. 
The people who struggle, regardless of their credentials, are often those whose entire 
professional formation happened somewhere that looked nothing like this. 

The Background Bridge Problem 

Two backgrounds in particular tend to create cultural friction in early-stage life sciences 
companies, and both are worth naming directly. 



Academia to startup. A researcher who has spent fifteen or twenty years in a university 
environment has been shaped by a culture of methodical inquiry, long timelines, extensive peer 
review, and institutional structure. That rigor is genuinely valuable, but it does not automatically 
transfer to a startup context where speed matters, resources are limited, decisions have to be 
made with incomplete data, and there is no department down the hall to handle the things that 
fall outside your lane, or more grant money from which to draw if financing levels are on fumes. 

The issue is not that academics cannot succeed in startup environments. Many do, 
brilliantly! The issue is whether a candidate can build the bridge between those two worlds 
themselves. Whether they can recognize that the operating norms are fundamentally different 
and adapt accordingly, without losing what makes their expertise valuable. When that bridge 
does not get built, the result is a researcher waiting for perfect conditions that will never arrive, 
or a leader who cannot move at the pace the company requires. 

Large pharma to early-stage biotech. The transition from a large, established 
pharmaceutical company to an early-stage startup presents a different but equally real set of 
challenges. In big pharma, structure is abundant: there are teams for everything, processes for 
everything, and clear lanes of ownership. Someone can spend an entire career becoming 
extraordinarily good at one specific function within a very defined system. 

Bringing that experience into a ten or twenty-person company where the same person 
may be building out a team infrastructure, supporting a regulatory submission, and onboarding a 
new hire in the same week requires a fundamentally different orientation. As Maffia (2025) 
observes in the context of scientific teams, one misaligned hire can derail a project’s momentum, 
especially in smaller or fast-moving organizations, and the friction from poor fit can create rifts 
that ripple across teams well beyond the individual. 

This does not mean candidates from large pharma backgrounds cannot thrive in startups. 
Again, many do. What matters is whether they are genuinely ready to operate without the 
scaffolding they are used to and whether the hiring process actually assessed for that. 

Culture Fit Without Bias 

Before going further, it is worth naming a risk that lives on the other side of this 
conversation. Cultural fit, when used loosely or instinctively, can become a major vehicle for 
bias. When hiring decisions rest on whether a candidate “feels right” or “seems like a good fit” 
without any defined criteria behind that judgment, organizations often end up hiring people who 
look and think like the people already in the room. However, that is not culture fit. That is 
groupthink. 

Culture fit is not about sameness; it is really about alignment. The goal is not to hire 
clones, but to find people whose values and working styles complement the team’s environment 
while potentially introducing perspectives that make the organization stronger. Spark Hire’s 



Content Team (2025) makes an important distinction here: the shift toward “culture add”, 
seeking candidates who align with core values while bringing something new, is a more 
intentional and equitable approach than simply assessing whether someone feels familiar. 

Practically, this means defining what you are actually looking for before the search 
begins, and translating those criteria into observable, consistently applied behaviors — 
essentially not hiring based on vibes. 

What to Actually Assess For 

If the goal is to hire people who will genuinely thrive in your environment, the interview 
process needs to be designed to surface that information. A few principles that hold up in 
practice: 

● Define your culture before you post the role. You cannot assess for alignment with a 
culture you have not articulated. What does success actually look like in your 
environment? How are decisions made? What does a high-performer do when a process 
does not exist yet? What happens when things go wrong? As Planet Pharma (2021) puts 
it, considering your top performers and evaluating what makes them successful from a 
qualitative standpoint is one of the most useful things a founder can do before hiring. 

● Ask about operating environments, not just accomplishments. A candidate’s list of 
achievements tells you what they have done. Behavioral questions about how they work 
tell you something more important: whether the way they work fits your environment. 
Questions like “Tell me about a time you had to make a significant decision without clear 
data or precedent” or “Describe a role where you had to build a process that did not exist” 
reveal far more about a candidate’s orientation than a CV review. 

● Assess adaptability explicitly for background-transition candidates. For someone 
moving from academia or large pharma into an early-stage environment, the most 
important question is whether they have genuinely reckoned with the difference. Have 
they thought carefully about what it means to leave a highly structured environment? Can 
they articulate specifically what will be different and how they plan to navigate it? Vague 
enthusiasm is not enough here. The candidate who can say, “I know I am used to X, and I 
expect Y to be a real adjustment — here is how I am thinking about it” is showing you 
something about their self-awareness that matters as much as their credentials. 

● Involve multiple voices in the process. Soliciting multiple opinions, including peers, 
direct reports, and managers in other departments, can surface potential red flags or green 
lights that a single interviewer might miss. No one person owns culture, and no one 
interview reveals the full picture. 

● Be honest about what the role actually involves. Transparency about the real demands 
of the role, including ambiguity, pace, and the areas of the culture that are still being 



built, allows candidates to self-select appropriately. A candidate who is genuinely excited 
about a role after hearing the honest version of it is a far better signal than one who 
accepted an idealized pitch. 

The Cost of Getting It Wrong 

A cultural mismatch is not simply an inconvenience. In an early-stage company, it can be 
a substantial business risk. According to research from the Society for Human Resource 
Management, the total cost of a bad hire can reach 200% of that person’s annual salary, a figure 
that accounts for recruitment, training, onboarding, lost productivity, and the eventual cost of 
replacing the person. In a startup where every hire is a significant percentage of the total team, 
the ripple effects extend further still. 

Beyond the financial cost, a hire who cannot bridge the cultural gap often creates strain 
on the people around them. Leaders spend time managing expectations and mediating friction 
that should not need to be managed, high performers carry an additional load, and the 
organizational momentum that early-stage companies depend on slows in ways that are hard to 
trace back to a single root cause — until, eventually, they are. 

Hiring for Where You Are, Not Just for What They’ve Done 

The most important reframe for life sciences founders when it comes to cultural hiring is 
this: the question is not only “Can this person do the job?” It is “Can this person do the job here, 
at this stage, in this environment, right now?” 

Those are different questions. And the second one requires a different kind of interview 
process; one that is designed not just to verify credentials, but to surface genuine alignment 
between a candidate’s working style and the actual demands of your organization. 

The right hire does not just have the right background. They have the self-awareness to 
know where they are coming from, the adaptability to meet the environment where it is, and the 
values that make them want to build something alongside your team rather than simply within it. 

That is a culture fit. And it is worth hiring for. 

A question to sit with this month: When you think about your last hire, did your interview 
process actually assess how that person works, or did it mostly assess what they have done in the 
past? 

If the answer is mostly the latter, that is exactly where the next conversation begins. 

 

 

 



References 
Maffia, J. (2025, August 5). Hiring for cultural fit in scientific teams — why it matters more than ever. Advanced 
Recruiting Partners. https://advancedrecruitingpartners.com/hiring-for-cultural-fit-in-scientific-teams-why-it-
matters-more-than-ever/ 
Planet Pharma. (2021, December 6). How to make sure your next hire is a culture fit. https://www.planet-
pharma.com/insights/how-to-make-sure-your-next-hire-is-a-culture-fit 
Spark Hire Content Team. (2025, February 28). 7 ways to better assess candidates during screening for culture fit 
within your organization. Spark Hire. https://www.sparkhire.com/learn/screen-candidates/7-ways-to-assess-
candidates-for-culture-fit/ 
Chameleon Strategies Consulting | chameleon-strategies.com 


