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Introduction
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Every startup begins with an idea, often simple in its origin, but filled with ambition and the promise of something extraordinary. Yet, as entrepreneurs, we quickly learn that no idea—no matter how innovative—can succeed without a team to bring it to life. This realization is as exciting as it is terrifying because the people you choose to surround yourself with will either amplify your vision or turn it into a cautionary tale. I’ve seen both sides of this reality, and the latter leaves scars that even time struggles to heal.

I’ve worked with startups that soared because they built the right teams. But I’ve also witnessed the devastation that comes when founders make the wrong calls—sometimes out of naivety, other times out of misplaced loyalty or desperation. A startup is like a fragile ecosystem. 

The wrong person can disrupt it, like introducing an invasive species that consumes resources and stifles growth. It doesn’t happen overnight. It’s a slow, painful unraveling that starts with subtle dysfunction and ends with complete collapse.

The mistakes are rarely obvious at first. In fact, some of the most disastrous hires seem promising on paper. Maybe they’ve got an impressive résumé, or they say all the right things in interviews. You convince yourself they’re exactly what your startup needs. But as the weeks and months go by, cracks appear. Productivity stalls. Miscommunication becomes routine. Tensions bubble under the surface until they explode. And by the time you recognize the full scope of the problem, you’re already knee-deep in damage control, wondering how things went so wrong.
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I’VE BEEN THERE—ON both sides of the table. I’ve been the founder scrambling to keep a dream alive and the observer who saw the warning signs before the storm hit. What makes it so painful is that it’s not just about lost time or wasted money, though those hurt plenty. It’s about the emotional toll. The sleepless nights wondering if you’ve failed as a leader. The fractured relationships that linger long after the startup itself has faded. The doubt that creeps in, making you question if you’re cut out for this journey at all.

There’s a common saying among entrepreneurs: “Hire slow, fire fast.” It’s good advice, but it’s rarely followed in practice. When you’re building a startup, every day feels urgent. You’ve got deadlines to meet, investors to impress, and a thousand moving parts to manage. The pressure to fill roles quickly can override your better judgment. 
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YOU START COMPROMISING on things you shouldn’t—values, cultural fit, even basic competence—just to keep the wheels turning. It’s only later that you realize how costly those compromises were.

And then there’s the issue of loyalty. In Portugal, where family and friendships are deeply ingrained in our culture, it’s not uncommon to turn to people we trust personally when building a team. On the surface, this seems logical. Who better to support your vision than someone who knows you well? But personal trust doesn’t always translate to professional alignment. A friend’s loyalty can’t compensate for a lack of skills or ambition, and bringing them on board can complicate relationships in ways you’re not prepared to handle.
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ANOTHER CHALLENGE LIES in recognizing that not every talented individual will thrive in a startup environment. Startups are chaotic by nature. They require resilience, adaptability, and a willingness to wear multiple hats. A brilliant corporate executive might crumble under the pressure of startup life, while someone with less experience but the right mindset could flourish. It’s not just about finding good people; it’s about finding the right people for your specific stage and challenges.

But let’s talk about the elephant in the room: ego. Every founder has one, and it’s not necessarily a bad thing. A healthy ego drives confidence, ambition, and the ability to take risks. But unchecked, it becomes a liability, especially when building a team. I’ve seen founders surround themselves with people who won’t challenge them, either out of fear or because they’ve been handpicked for their compliance. This creates an echo chamber where bad ideas go unchallenged, and critical feedback is stifled. It’s a recipe for disaster.

On the flip side, I’ve also seen founders make the mistake of hiring people whose egos dwarf their own. These individuals can be brilliant but difficult. They’re more focused on their personal agendas than the collective success of the team. They create silos, hoard information, and undermine collaboration. The startup becomes a battleground of competing egos rather than a unified effort toward a common goal.

Then there are the times when you know someone isn’t working out, but you’re too hesitant to act. Maybe you’re afraid of the confrontation. Maybe you’re worried about the short-term disruption of letting them go. Or maybe you’ve convinced yourself that things will improve if you just give them more time. Whatever the reason, you let the situation drag on, and the cost—both financial and emotional—mounts with every passing day.
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED IS that building the wrong team doesn’t just threaten your startup; it threatens your confidence as a leader. You start second-guessing your instincts, questioning your ability to make sound decisions. It’s a slippery slope that can lead to paralysis, where every decision feels like a gamble you can’t afford to lose. And in a startup, indecision is just as dangerous as making the wrong decision.

But here’s the thing: none of us are immune to these mistakes. Even the most experienced entrepreneurs get it wrong sometimes. The key is not to avoid mistakes entirely—that’s impossible—but to recognize them quickly and take decisive action. It’s about learning to spot the warning signs early, understanding the dynamics that lead to dysfunction, and having the courage to course-correct before it’s too late.
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THE REALITY IS THAT building a team is as much an art as it is a science. There’s no perfect formula, no guaranteed path to success. But there are patterns, and there are lessons. And the more you understand them, the better equipped you’ll be to navigate the challenges and avoid the pitfalls. This book is about sharing those lessons—not from a place of theory, but from lived experience. It’s about shining a light on the mistakes we’d rather forget, so we can prevent others from making them.

Because at the end of the day, a startup’s greatest asset isn’t its product, its funding, or even its market potential. It’s the people who wake up every day and decide to give their best to make it succeed. And if you get the people part wrong, nothing else will matter. The best ideas will falter. The most promising opportunities will slip away. The dream you’ve worked so hard to build will become a nightmare you’re desperate to escape.

But if you get it right—if you build a team that’s aligned, resilient, and committed—the possibilities are limitless. The question is, are you willing to do what it takes to make that happen? Are you ready to face the uncomfortable truths, make the hard decisions, and invest the time and effort required to build a team that won’t just survive but thrive? If you are, then let’s get started.
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Recognizing the Wrong Fit Early On
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The first sign that someone isn’t the right fit for your startup often reveals itself in ways you don’t expect. It could be subtle, almost imperceptible at first—a missed deadline here, a lack of engagement there. But these small signals, if left unchecked, will snowball into bigger issues that can derail your momentum. Recognizing the wrong fit isn’t just about observing someone’s work performance; it’s about understanding how they contribute to the overall energy and direction of your team.
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A COMMON MISTAKE IS focusing solely on skills during the hiring process. Competence is crucial, yes, but it’s not enough. Someone can have a perfect résumé and still be a disaster for your startup. Why? Because culture fit and attitude matter as much as, if not more than, technical ability. A person’s mindset, their willingness to collaborate, and their ability to adapt to the ever-changing environment of a startup are non-negotiables. Ignore these, and you’ll find yourself constantly putting out fires rather than building a foundation.

Take, for example, the issue of communication. In a startup, where resources are often limited, communication is the glue that holds everything together. When someone is a poor communicator, it doesn’t just slow them down; it disrupts the entire team. 
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YOU’LL NOTICE IT IN team meetings where their contributions are vague or irrelevant, in emails where they fail to provide clarity, and in their inability to receive or give constructive feedback. Poor communication isn’t just a personal flaw—it’s a liability that affects your entire operation.

Another red flag is resistance to feedback. Startups thrive on iteration. Whether it’s the product, the process, or the strategy, everything is in a constant state of refinement. A team member who reacts defensively to feedback or, worse, dismisses it altogether, becomes a bottleneck. These individuals often fail to see their role within the larger framework of the team and focus solely on protecting their own ego. This kind of rigidity is incompatible with the fluidity that startups require to survive.
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PAY ATTENTION TO HOW new team members handle ambiguity. Startups, by nature, operate in a realm of uncertainty. There are no guarantees, no roadmaps that lead directly to success. Someone who needs rigid structures and constant supervision will struggle to keep up. You’ll see it in their hesitation to take initiative, their reluctance to propose solutions, and their tendency to wait for instructions rather than proactively identifying opportunities. These behaviors slow down progress and place unnecessary strain on you as a leader.

Toxic behaviors often masquerade as passion or ambition in the beginning. Someone might seem driven and enthusiastic, but over time, you’ll notice a pattern of undermining others, taking credit for team efforts, or sowing discord among colleagues. These individuals can be particularly damaging because their actions erode trust and morale, which are critical for any startup to succeed. 

Watch for subtle cues like how they respond to others’ success, their willingness to collaborate, and their ability to celebrate team wins rather than just their own.

It’s also crucial to assess how new hires handle pressure. Startups are not for the faint of heart; the pace is relentless, and the stakes are high. Some people thrive in this environment, using pressure as a motivator to perform at their best. Others crumble, becoming overwhelmed or disengaged. While it’s important to support your team during stressful times, you can’t afford to carry someone who consistently falters under the weight of expectations. Their inability to handle pressure will inevitably transfer to the rest of the team, creating a ripple effect of stress and reduced productivity.

A particularly insidious issue is a lack of alignment with your startup’s mission and values. This misalignment isn’t always obvious right away, especially if the person is skilled at saying what they think you want to hear. But over time, their actions will reveal the truth. They’ll prioritize their own agenda over the startup’s goals, resist initiatives that don’t serve their interests, and fail to invest emotionally in the vision you’re working toward. This disconnect can be fatal, as startups rely on collective buy-in to fuel their progress.

Be wary of those who overpromise and underdeliver. It’s easy to get swept up in someone’s charm during the interview process, especially if they’re articulate and confident. But words are meaningless without follow-through. Look for patterns of inconsistency
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