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Why “Culture Fit” Is Costing You Great Candidates 

By Scott Cullen 

 

Vague hiring criteria quietly eliminate the very talent you’re trying to attract. 

“Culture fit” sounds like intelligent hiring. It implies alignment, cohesion, and a team that works well together. In an 

industry like office technology, where sales reps work independently, service techs represent your brand out in the 

field, and admin teams keep everything running smoothly, these qualities can make a difference. 

But here’s the problem: most organizations don’t actually define culture fit; they depend on instinct. 

And instinct, especially in hiring, is where good candidates go to disappear. 

 

The Comfort Trap 

When hiring managers say they’re looking for “culture fit,” what they often mean is, “Does this person feel like 

someone we’d naturally get along with?” 

That’s a risky filter. It favors familiarity over skill. Candidates who communicate similarly, share backgrounds, or 

mirror existing team personalities tend to move forward. Those who don’t, even if they have stronger abilities or 

greater long-term potential, quietly drop out of the process. In a tight labor market, that’s inefficient and expensive. 

Office technology dealers are already struggling to find qualified sales reps, experienced technicians, and capable 

administrators. Narrowing the pool further based on unspecified criteria makes the search even more difficult. And 

often, unnecessarily so. 

 

Where “Culture Fit” Breaks Down 

The problem isn’t culture itself. Strong cultures are important. They influence retention, shape customer experience, 

and ensure consistency across teams. 

The issue is how culture gets evaluated. 

Too often, it appears in unclear interview feedback. 

 “I’m not sure they’d fit in here.”  
 “They seemed a little different from our team.”  
 “I just didn’t get the right vibe.”  

None of these is measurable. None directly relates to job performance, and none helps you make a better hiring 

decision. Instead, they tend to introduce bias, often unintentionally. 
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Copier Careers recruiters see this play out every day. 

“‘Not the right fit’ is about the least helpful feedback 

we can get,” they reported. “We always have to ask 

for clarification, ‘Tell me more?’ or ‘What are they 

missing?’ so we can try to find a better fit next time.” 

When that clarification never comes, it creates bigger 

problems. As Copier Careers recruiters observed, “If 

the hiring manager insists again that ‘they just weren’t 

right,’ that typically means, ‘I didn’t like them and I 

either can’t or won’t explain why.’ That does not bode 

well for their search.” 

For example, a sales manager might overlook a 

candidate who isn’t as outgoing or polished in 

conversation, even if that candidate has a strong 

history of cultivating long-term customer 

relationships. A service manager might pass over a 

technician who communicates differently but has 

deeper technical expertise. An administrative 

candidate might be rejected for not fitting the office’s 

personality, even if they are highly organized and 

process driven. 

In each instance, “fit” serves as a substitute for 

comfort rather than effectiveness. 

Copier Careers recruiters also note that these 

decisions often hinge on unexamined preferences. 

Being overly narrow about age, background, or 

industry experience can eliminate strong candidates 

before they’re seriously considered. 

 

The Cost You Don’t See 

When a strong candidate is screened out for “culture fit,” the effects aren’t always immediately clear. But it shows up 

over time. 

Open positions remain unfilled longer. Current employees take on extra work. Sales opportunities are missed. 

Service response times worsen. Internal teams face increased pressure. Eventually, hiring becomes reactive, with 

rushed decisions made to fill roles. 

That’s when real costs start to stack up. 

 

Replace “Culture Fit” With Better 

Questions 

If “culture fit” has been your default filter, these 

questions can help you evaluate candidates more 

effectively and objectively. 

1. “Can you describe a time you adapted to a 

new team or environment?" Look for flexibility 

and how quickly the candidate can integrate 

without requiring sameness. 

2. “Tell me about a situation where you 

disagreed with a colleague or manager. What 

happened?” Reveals how they handle conflict—

critical in sales, service, and admin roles alike. 

3. “What kind of work environment helps you 

perform at your best?” Gives insight into 

alignment without forcing conformity. 

4. “What strengths would you bring that our 

current team might be missing?” 

Shifts the focus from fitting in to adding value. 

5. “How do you build relationships with 

customers or coworkers who are different from 

you?” Especially relevant with a diverse customer 

base and multi-generational teams. 

6. “What does accountability look like in your 

role?” Connects directly to performance, not 

personality. 
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Copier Careers recruiters cite three common outcomes when culture fit dominates hiring decisions: no hires, slow 

hires, or bad hires. In some cases, they say, “no one is ever ‘right,’ and they can’t tell us what ‘right’ even is.” In 

others, the process drags on too long, with too many interviews, an excessive emphasis on personality 

assessments, and hesitation to make a decision. 

And sometimes, the wrong decision gets made. “Clients choose someone with the ‘right’ personality over someone 

more qualified,” they explained. “When that hire isn’t working out a few months later, the more qualified candidate 

has already taken another job elsewhere.” 

A mis-hire in a sales role can take months to become fully evident, especially if early activity obscures long-term 

performance problems. A technician who isn’t the right fit for the job, not the culture, can affect customer satisfaction 

and retention. Administrative gaps can hinder everything from billing to onboarding. 

Ironically, efforts to protect culture often backfire, causing disruption. 

 

Culture Add vs. Culture Fit 

There’s a better approach: shift from “culture fit” to “culture add.” Instead of questioning if a candidate fits into your 

current environment, consider how they can enhance it. 

 Do they bring a skill set your team lacks?  
 Do they offer a different perspective on solving problems?  
 Do they have experience in another industry that could translate into new opportunities?  

In the office technology industry, this is critical. Dealers are recruiting candidates from adjacent fields, such as IT 

services, telecom, and SaaS, to fill positions. These candidates may not fit the typical copier industry profile, but they 

often bring valuable skills in areas such as solution sales, networking, or customer success. 

Copier Careers recruiters see significant upside in these nontraditional candidates. “When we find someone who’s 

professional, connected to the local business community, and hungry to prove themselves, you hire that person,” 

they said. “Rejecting them because they don’t fit your perfect pedigree, or don’t laugh loud enough at your jokes, is a 

mistake.” 

If your definition of culture fit filters them out, you’re closing the door on exactly the kind of talent that can help your 

business evolve. 
 

Define What Actually Matters 

If you want to preserve culture without losing top candidates, make it tangible. Start by identifying the behaviors that 

drive success in your organization. 

For example: 

 Accountability: Does the candidate take ownership of outcomes?  

 Adaptability: Can they adjust to changing customer needs or technologies? 

 Collaboration: Do they work effectively across departments?  

 Customer focus: Do they prioritize long-term relationships over short-term wins?  
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These are cultural traits, but they are also observable and measurable. 

Request examples. You can assess responses. You can compare candidates based on evidence, not intuition. 

That’s a very different approach from relying on whether someone “feels like a fit.” 

From a recruiter’s perspective, the traits that matter are often straightforward. Professionalism, responsiveness, 

consistent follow-up, and meeting baseline job requirements are far better predictors of success than personality 

alignment. 

 

Structure the Interview Process 

Unstructured interviews allow vague criteria to flourish. When each interviewer asks different questions and judges 

candidates based on personal impressions, “culture fit” will continue to dominate the decision-making process. A 

more structured approach helps keep things grounded. 

Create a consistent set of questions focused on the role and the behaviors you value. Use a scoring system to 

evaluate responses. Include multiple interviewers with clear responsibilities: one for technical skills, another for 

customer interaction, and a third for team collaboration. This doesn’t eliminate human judgment. It simply directs it 

more efficiently. And it helps you defend your decisions internally and externally. 

 

Build a Culture That Can Evolve 

Strong cultures aren’t fixed. They evolve as the business expands, customer expectations shift, and new 

technologies transform the industry. Hiring only people who “fit” the current culture can slow that evolution. Hiring 

those who contribute to it can speed it up. That doesn’t mean abandoning standards. It means being deliberate 

about what those standards are and ensuring they are tied to performance, not preference. 
 

A Better Question 

Instead of asking, “Do they fit our culture?” try asking: “Will this person help us build the culture we need for the 

future?” 

That’s a more challenging question. It demands more thought, clearer thinking, and greater discipline in the hiring 

process. But it results in better outcomes. 

And it may require rethinking culture itself. As Copier Careers recruiters point out, “Culture fit’ can mean everything 

and nothing. Know what you mean when you say it.” 

In practice, the companies most focused on culture are trying to build stronger, more well-rounded teams. Finding 

people who add to your culture, not just fit into it, is how you build a healthy, productive organization. 
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