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Red Flags & Green Flags

Use this during technical interviews to quickly assess candidate quality:

■ RED FLAGS ■ GREEN FLAGS

Only has Kaggle or academic projects with zero
production deployments

Has shipped AI products that real users interact with
daily

Cannot explain technical decisions made under
resource constraints

Talks about trade-offs, edge cases, and failure modes
unprompted

Overconfident about AI capabilities or dismissive of
current limitations

Has strong opinions on when NOT to use AI

Uses buzzwords without understanding ("We need to
leverage synergistic AI")

Comfortable saying "I don't know, but here's how I'd
figure it out"

Has never dealt with model drift, data quality issues, or
cost overruns

Shares war stories about debugging non-deterministic
failures

Treats AI as a black box—can't explain why a model
decision was made

Can trace through model behavior and explain outputs

Only knows one framework (e.g., only LangChain) and
dependent on it

Uses frameworks to move fast but can build from
scratch if needed

Hasn't considered bias, fairness, or ethical implications Brings up responsible AI concerns without being
prompted



Question Templates That Reveal Competence

These questions distinguish memorization from understanding:

System Design

• "Design a recommendation system for our e-commerce platform. Walk me through your approach from data
collection to deployment." (Listen for: data pipeline, model selection rationale, A/B testing, monitoring)

• "Our RAG system is returning irrelevant documents 30% of the time. How would you debug this?" (Listen for:
chunking strategy, embedding quality, retrieval algorithm, re-ranking)

• "We need to reduce our AI API costs by 50% without degrading quality. What would you try?" (Listen for:
caching, prompt optimization, model selection, batching)

Production AI

• "Explain how you'd handle a model that performs well in testing but poorly in production." (Listen for:
distribution shift, data drift, evaluation metrics mismatch)

• "Walk me through how you'd deploy an AI feature with 99.9% uptime requirements." (Listen for: fallbacks,
circuit breakers, monitoring, gradual rollouts)

• "Your LLM-based feature is hallucinating in production. What's your debugging process?" (Listen for: input
validation, prompt analysis, output validation, temperature tuning)

Technical Depth

• "Explain transformers to a senior backend engineer who has never worked with ML." (Listen for: clarity,
analogies, core concepts without jargon)

• "When would you choose fine-tuning over RAG? Give me a specific example." (Listen for: cost/benefit
analysis, data requirements, maintenance burden)

• "What's your process for evaluating an LLM's output quality?" (Listen for: human evals, LLM-as-judge, metrics
beyond accuracy)

Real-World Judgment

• "A stakeholder wants to add AI to a feature that works fine without it. How do you respond?" (Listen for: ROI
thinking, complexity cost, user value)

• "You have $5K/month AI budget and three potential features. How do you prioritize?" (Listen for: impact
estimation, technical feasibility, strategic thinking)



• "Describe a time AI was the wrong solution for a problem you faced." (Listen for: honesty, judgment, non-AI
alternatives considered)



Emerging Skills: 2026-2027 Evaluation Criteria

Skill Why It Matters How to Evaluate

Multi-modal AI
(Text + Image + Video)

GPT-4V, Gemini adoption
expanding rapidly

Ask: "How would you build an image search
with natural language queries?"

AI Agent Orchestration Multiple AI systems working
together on complex tasks

Ask: "Design a system where 3 AI agents
collaborate to analyze a contract."

Synthetic Data
Generation

Privacy regulations + data
scarcity driving adoption

Ask: "How would you generate training data
for a fraud detection model without real
customer data?"

On-Device/Edge AI Privacy, latency, cost drivers
pushing local deployment

Ask: "Trade-offs between running Llama 3
locally vs GPT-4 API for a mobile app?"

AI Security &
Robustness

Prompt injection, jailbreaking,
model extraction attacks

Ask: "How would you protect an LLM from
prompt injection attacks?"



Common AI Hiring Mistakes to Avoid

■ Hiring for 2023 skills in 2026

Job descriptions still ask for PyTorch internals and custom model architectures. Most companies need API
integration and RAG expertise.

■ Prioritizing academic credentials over shipping experience

A PhD who's never deployed to production will struggle more than a bootcamp grad who's shipped 5 AI
features.

■ Not testing for cost consciousness

Developers who don't think about token costs, caching, and model selection will blow your budget.

■ Ignoring communication skills

AI developers need to explain why a model failed to non-technical stakeholders. Technical brilliance without
communication is useless.

■ Expecting unicorns

You don't need someone who can do research, engineering, MLOps, and product management. Hire for the
actual role.

■ Skipping the 'why not AI' question

If they can't articulate when AI is the wrong tool, they'll add unnecessary complexity.

■ Over-indexing on framework knowledge

LangChain expertise today might be irrelevant in 6 months. Fundamental understanding matters more.

■ Not asking about failure

Candidates who claim 100% success rates are lying or haven't shipped enough.



2026 AI Developer Compensation Benchmarks (USD)

Based on market data from US tech hubs. Add 20-30% for Bay Area, subtract 15-20% for remote/non-coastal.

Role
Junior
(0-2 years)

Mid-level
(3-5 years)

Senior
(6-10 years)

Staff+
(10+ years)

AI/ML Engineer $95K - $130K $140K - $180K $180K - $250K
$250K -
$400K+

LLM Application
Developer

$100K - $140K $150K - $190K $190K - $270K
$270K -
$450K+

MLOps Engineer $90K - $125K $130K - $170K $170K - $230K $230K - $350K

AI Research Scientist $120K - $160K $170K - $220K $230K - $320K
$320K -
$550K+

Computer Vision
Specialist

$105K - $145K $155K - $200K $200K - $280K $280K - $420K

Key factors affecting compensation:

• Agent/multi-modal experience commands 15-25% premium

• Production deployment track record adds 10-20%

• Domain expertise (healthcare, finance) adds 10-15%

• Ability to work across research and engineering adds 20-30%



Sources & References

• McKinsey Global Survey: The State of AI in 2025 (November 2025)
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai

• r/MachineLearning community discussions on production ML skills (Reddit, 2025-2026)

• Wisemonk market research and client hiring data (300+ technical hiring engagements)

• Levels.fyi compensation data for AI/ML roles (Q4 2025 - Q1 2026)

• LLM application development community forums and practitioner blogs (2025-2026)

• AI industry salary surveys from Hired, Indeed, and Glassdoor (2025-2026 data)
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