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Foreword

W 
 
hen I first spoke with David Perry, it wasn’t by choice.

David had been harassing me on LinkedIn for weeks. Finally, I gave him two min-
utes. I figured he’d do his spiel, I’d get bored, and then we’d be done. I get a lot of 
calls from recruiters, and they’re typically over before they begin. Typically, 
they’re far more focused on selling an opportunity than on truly understanding 
the role their client is looking to fill. I assumed that when I spoke with David, it 
would be more of the same.

I was wrong. Those two minutes soon turned into more than an hour.

David’s approach was different. I could tell the minute he sent me the position 
profile, which was a detailed document that he himself had created, outlining the 
perfect candidate for the opportunity. The role he was recruiting for was in my 
wheelhouse, so he was talking to the right guy, but it was extremely rare to see it 
framed the way his client wanted.

David had already burned through nearly every company in the Fortune 500 
without finding anyone qualified for the position — and now he was talking to 
me. I suggested my head of research and consulting — my second in command — 
for the job. I knew full well there was no chance he’d take it, and I told David just 
that. He must have taken that as a challenge, because within a few months — and 
after really getting to know the what’s-in-it-for-me (WIFM) that made my head 
of research really tick — he’d won him over.

David’s brand of raw determination shines through in Executive Recruiting For 
Dummies. This book is a game changer for anyone who hopes to attract top talent 
to their organization, but who doesn’t necessarily want to engage an executive 
recruitment firm themselves or, if they do, who wants to extract maximum value 
from an executive recruiter. David and his co-author, Mark J. Haluska, step read-
ers new to the world of recruiting through some of its most important elements, 
including why talent matters, the importance of research and of properly defining 
a position, and key personal characteristics that will ensure a good fit not only 
with the position, but also within your organization’s culture.
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Hiring the wrong person — especially for an executive role — is a critical mistake 
that at best can torch deals and at worst can sink a company. For proof, look no 
further than the anecdote relayed in this book about a meeting between Nike and 
basketball star Steph Curry, who at the time was a member of the company’s 
stable of athletes. Curry was set to re-up with Nike, but the meeting went badly. 
When the Nike official displayed a PowerPoint slide featuring another athlete, 
things went from bad to worse. Curry went on to sign with Under Armour, resulting 
in a $14 billion boost to that company’s valuation — all because of a (seemingly) 
incompetent executive at Nike.

This kind of result simply doesn’t happen with David’s executive searches. There’s 
a reason why the Wall Street Journal nicknamed him the “Rogue Recruiter.” It’s 
because his approach is refreshingly different. He’s not just concerned with 
ticking a box and filling a role; he’s also concerned with the long-term fit of the 
candidate he eventually puts forward. It’s why he guarantees his placements for 
one year after the hire date.

Even though it took David 11 attempts on LinkedIn to finally get me to agree to a 
call, I’m now very happy I did. Sure, he coaxed my second in command away. But 
he also made me realize that there are good recruiters out there — and if you read 
his book, you’ll realize it, too.

Timothy Keiningham, PhD
New York Times Bestselling Author of The Wallet Allocation Rule
J. Donald Kennedy Endowed Chair in E-Commerce
The Peter J. Tobin College of Business
St. John’s University



Introduction      1

Introduction

When we told our peers in the recruiting industry that we were writing this 
book, they said, “You’re crazy! Why would you give away your secrets?” 
But we felt differently. We believe anyone tasked with hiring real leaders 

should have access to a handy reference filled with expert-driven insight and 
information. And that’s precisely what Executive Recruiting For Dummies is.

These days, strong leadership is more important than ever. Companies with great 
leaders significantly outperform their peers. At the same time, globalization, 
attrition, and changing demographics have led to a scarcity of executive talent. As 
a result, the competition for top leadership talent is fierce.

In spite of this, most recruiters attempt to draw the best talent by focusing on 
people who are currently looking for work — the ones posting on job boards or 
responding to job ads. But your goal in an executive search isn’t to find the best 
talent currently looking for work; it’s to find the best talent, period. And trust us: 
The best talent isn’t looking for work. They already have a job — a good job.

All this is to say that you need to look at executive recruiting a little differently 
than the average recruiter. That’s what this book is for: to help you make this 
important shift.

If you want to ensure your company’s survival by hiring great leaders, you’ll need 
some effective way to find them, to hire them, and to ensure they stick around. 
This book outlines everything you need to do to achieve this.

But that’s not all. Before you can hire well, you need to take a page from the play-
book of the ancient Greeks and “know thyself.” That is, you must know who you 
are and what you want as an organization. You can’t give proper guidance to an 
executive recruiter until you truly understand your business. This book will help 
you clarify your needs.

If you’re ready to build a winning executive team, stocked with the best talent 
money alone can’t buy, then Executive Recruiting For Dummies is for you!
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About This Book
The structure of Executive Recruiting For Dummies is designed to help you get in and 
get out of the text with just the information you were looking for. Consider this 
book your ultimate executive recruiting reference tool. Read it in any order you 
want and bookmark sections you expect to return to again and again.

You’ll notice several sidebars sprinkled throughout the text. (You can identify 
these by their gray shaded boxes.) These are simply extra tidbits that are interest-
ing but not critical to your understanding of executive recruiting. You don’t have 
to read them if you don’t want to!

Within this book, you may note that some web addresses break across two lines of 
text. If you’re reading this book in print and want to visit one of these web pages, 
simply key in the web address exactly as it’s noted in the text, pretending as 
though the line break doesn’t exist. If you’re reading this as an e-book, you’ve got 
it easy — just click the web address to be taken directly to the web page.

Foolish Assumptions
As we wrote this book, we initially viewed it as a desktop and online reference for 
our clients. But we realized it would also serve the following types well:

»» C-level executives and search committees who want to understand how to 
best maximize their leadership recruitment return on investment (ROI)

»» Hiring managers responsible for building high-performance teams

»» Recruiters, both corporate and third party, whose mission is to keep up with 
the recruiting best practices that will enable them to deliver value to their 
clients and advance their careers

Icons Used in This Book
The little pictures in the margins throughout this book are designed to highlight 
information that’s special and important for one reason or another. Executive 
Recruiting For Dummies uses the following icons:
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This icon points to pieces of information you shouldn’t forget.

Wherever you see this icon, you’re sure to find a good idea, trick, or shortcut that 
can save you time and trouble.

Make sure to read the paragraphs marked with this icon; it indicates information 
that can help you avoid disasters.

Beyond the Book
In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re reading right now, this 
product also comes with some access-anywhere goodies on the web. Check out the 
free Cheat Sheet for info on conducting your own executive search, tools worth your 
time, and other handy info. To get the Cheat Sheet, simply go to www.dummies.com 
and type Executive Recruiting For Dummies Cheat Sheet in the Search box.

You can also go to www.executiverecruitingfordummies.com/downloads for 
templates and tools you can use in your next executive search.

Where to Go from Here
Where you start reading Executive Recruiting For Dummies is up to you. You can 
begin by perusing the table of contents and then hitting sections of interest. Or 
you can head to the chapter that addresses an area of executive recruiting you’re 
currently struggling with. If, however, you’re brand new to executive recruiting, 
we suggest you begin with Chapter 1. It provides an overview of why executive 
recruiting is important and how you can use it to connect with top talent and 
crush your competition!

http://www.dummies.com
http://www.executiverecruitingfordummies.com/downloads
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IN THIS PART . . .

Define and make the business case for executive 
recruiting.

Gain an understanding of the knowledge economy and 
its implications on executive recruiting.

Grasp the high cost of poor hiring.

Identify core attributes of top leaders, as well as 
attributes that don’t matter as much.
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IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Defining executive recruiting

»» Making the business case for 
executive recruiting

»» Understanding why top executives 
are in demand

»» Tracking the growth of executive 
recruiting

3, 2, 1, Blastoff! Getting 
Started with Executive 
Recruiting

If you ever studied the American Revolutionary War in history class, you may 
remember reading about Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, a military 
leader recruited by General George Washington to serve as the drillmaster of 

the Continental Army. Incredibly, von Steuben managed to turn a ragtag collec-
tion of farmers and stable boys into an officer corps that led the Americans to 
victory.

“Okay,” you’re thinking. “But what does that have to do with executive 
recruiting?”

Simple. General Washington’s forces faced a well-trained army of British con-
scripts and Hessian mercenaries. If Washington was to level the playing field, he’d 
need to recruit a skilled outsider who knew the enemy and what it would take to 
defeat them — namely, Baron von Steuben. Washington knew he couldn’t achieve 
victory with second-rate people — and neither can you.

Chapter 1
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In today’s hyper-competitive environment, business is war! If you’re going to 
win, only the best executives can lead the charge. Locating and enlisting these 
executives is what executive recruiting is all about.

What Is Executive Recruiting?
Executive recruiting is the act of locating, evaluating, assessing, and attracting a 
top-performing executive to an organization or company. Executive recruiting 
applies when

»» The search for a new executive hire must remain confidential.

»» The search is for an executive who will serve on the board or sit in the C-suite.

»» The skillset needed is rare or in short supply.

»» The annual salary is $150,000 or more.

»» The position is in another country.

Most business decisions are small. A single sale, choice, or interaction doesn’t add 
much value to a company — or damage it much if it goes wrong. Recruiting an 
executive, however, is a big business decision — one that can add tremendous 
value or destroy a company altogether.

Recruiting an executive — the right executive — is the single greatest opportunity 
an organization has to improve both performance and culture in one stroke. The 
fresh thinking brought by a skilled leader can unleash innovation, empower 
employees, and generate wealth for the company.

Hiring the wrong executive is another story altogether. A bad hire can mortally 
wound an organization and cause ripple effects throughout the entire economy.

Recruiting an executive can make or break an organization.

Given its importance, it should come as no surprise that executive recruiting is, 
well, hard. Indeed, few initiatives are as demanding, disruptive, or strategically 
challenging as a leadership search. But when it’s successful, executive recruiting 
is the only initiative that can move an organization or group to the next level.
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Ace of Case: The Business Case for 
Executive Recruiting

According to a study by BTS Group and the Economist Intelligence Unit called 
“Cracking the Code: The Secrets of Successful Strategy Execution,” companies 
with great leaders significantly outperform their peers. Great leadership is also a 
prerequisite for strong employee engagement. That’s a big deal, say David 
MacLeod and Nita Clarke, authors of a report called “Engaging for Success: 
Enhancing Performance through Employee Engagement.” Here’s why:

»» Companies with low engagement scores earn an operating income  
32.7 percent lower than companies with more engaged employees.

»» Companies with a highly engaged workforce experience a 19.2 percent 
growth in operating income over a 12-month period.

A study by the Corporate Leadership Council called “Driving Performance and 
Retention through Employee Engagement” revealed similar findings  — most 
notably that companies with engaged employees grow profits as much as three 
times faster than competitors with a nonengaged workforce. And a 2013 report by 
Gallup, “State of the Global Workplace,” finds that engaged workplaces

are engines of job creation around the world. Companies with highly engaged 
workforces outperform their peers by 147 percent in earnings per share so it 
should come as no surprise that the companies with the most engaged employees 
have excellent leadership.

The point here is that hiring the right executives can reap tremendous benefits. 
And yet, all too often, it’s the wrong executive who gets hired. No one knows this 
better than Kevin Kelly, CEO of one of the world’s best-known executive search 
firms. Kelly’s firm studied 20,000 executive searches and discovered, as he 
informed the Financial Times, that “Forty percent of executives hired at the senior 
level are pushed out, fail, or quit within 18 months.” This, he says, is expensive in 
terms of both the costs associated with hiring the individual and lost revenue. It’s 
also, says Kelly, “damaging to morale.”

Others paint an even darker picture. For example, according to one study by the 
Corporate Executive Board, 50 percent to 70 percent of executives “fail within the 
first 18 months of promotion into an executive role, either from within or coming 
from outside the organization.” Of those, the study revealed, “about 3 percent fail 
spectacularly, while 50 percent quietly struggle.”

In a word, “Yikes!”
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A Demanding Supply Issue
In the early 1800s, our forebears witnessed the beginning of a colossal economic 
transformation with the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Within a single gen-
eration, old city neighborhoods and rich farmlands were cleared out to make way 
for the construction of steel mills, rail yards, warehouses, and office buildings. To 
fuel this economic boom, people migrated from the far reaches of rural America to 
take on jobs they would hold for the rest of their working lives.

Today, old city neighborhoods and rich farmlands are still cleared to make way for 
trade and industry. (China and India are prime examples.) But now, businesses 
exist in a completely different environment than they did during the Industrial 
Revolution. The tidal wave of economic change, pressure to increase shareholder 
value by the quarter rather than the year, outsourcing and right-sizing  — all 
these trends have greatly increased the demand for top talent.

Recruiting top executives is hard. And in the years to come, it will only get harder. 
This is due to three key trends:

»» Demographics: A lower birth rate in North America combined with the aging 
of the Baby Boomer generation has resulted in a contraction of available 
executives. In other words, when an older executive retires, few younger 
workers are qualified to fill his shoes.

»» Brain drain: In the 1980s and 1990s, companies may have saved money by 
trimming senior management ranks. But that brain drain coupled with attrition 
robbed them of their ability to grow the next generation of leadership.

»» Globalization: Companies in first-world countries have expanded their 
market around the globe. At the same time, countries that were once 
considered third-world nations have become economic powerhouses. As a 
result, the global need for executive talent has been pushed beyond our 
capacity to produce it.

Over the last three decades, demographics, attrition, and globalization have 
profoundly affected the labor supply — particularly for executives. The result: a 
scarcity of executive talent. This global shortage of leaders drives organizations to 
aggressively seek the best.

In this talent-hungry environment, the rules of recruiting have changed. It’s no 
longer enough to passively collect résumés. The people who have the talent you 
need — who can design a top product, manage complex projects, perform mar-
keting miracles, sell new customers, or lead your organization  — are already 
employed, can take their pick of top opportunities, and will make a career move 
only if the opportunity is truly compelling.



CHAPTER 1  3, 2, 1, Blastoff! Getting Started with Executive Recruiting      11

Waiting around in the hopes that your ideal executive will miraculously become 
available precisely when you need her is foolishness. You can satisfy your require-
ment for people with talent, tenacity, and dogged determination only by pursuing 
them.

This is the impetus for executive recruiting.

Oh, Grow Up! The Growth of Executive 
Recruiting

Executive recruiting is a specialized branch of management consulting. The mis-
sion of an executive recruiter is to bring your opportunity to a candidate’s atten-
tion and assess his fit. That means reaching out to anyone the recruiter feels fits 
your needs — regardless of his current “availability.”

Back in the mid-1980s, when we launched our careers as executive recruiters, the 
profession was still in its infancy. Few people understood what it was. Honestly, 

WHERE ARE THE YOUNG UP-AND-COMERS?
We mention that a lower birth rate — at least in North America — has made it difficult 
to fill the shoes of older outgoing executives. But that’s not the only reason. Another 
cause is that few companies provide young workers with the training they need to 
advance. In fact, according to a ten-year study of executive performance by a leadership 
consulting firm called Navalent:

•	 Seventy-six percent of respondents indicated that “the formal development pro-
cesses of their organization were not, or at best minimally, helpful in preparing 
them for the executive role.”

•	 Fifty-five percent of respondents indicated that “they had minimal, if any, ongoing 
coaching and feedback to help them refine their ability to perform in an executive 
role.”

•	 Forty-five percent of respondents indicated that “they had minimal understanding 
of the challenges they would face in an executive role.”

Although young executives have begun to assume senior and C-suite roles, according to 
Navalent, they lack the “experience, knowledge, relational [maturity], and emotional 
maturity necessary to sustain success.”
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we spent more time explaining to clients what an executive recruiter did and why 
they should use one than we did actually conducting the searches!

Since then, the profession has grown by leaps and bounds. Indeed, as the Associa-
tion of Executive Search and Leadership Consultants notes in its report “2014 
State of the Retained Executive Search Industry Part One: An Overview of Retained 
Executive Search Worldwide”:

The success of this professional service has been exponential in the past 50 years 
as the global economy has developed, industries have become transformed, and 
mobility has made executive talent available to all organizations as a key facet of 
competitive advantage.

According to that same report, what began as a $750 million industry in 1978 has 
exploded into one that pulled more than $10 billion in 2013. And projected num-
bers for 2016 were even higher: more than $12 billion.

Those numbers pertain to external executive recruiters — those providers hired 
by companies to help fill open positions. But in-house talent-acquisition teams 
are also on the rise. This is thanks in part to the cost of external recruiters, but 
also to the plethora of recruiters jettisoned by search firms during the Great 
Recession that began in 2007. These in-house teams have greatly lowered the cost 
of hiring executives under the $150,000 to $200,000 range.
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IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Redefining value in the knowledge 
economy

»» Understanding the new recruiting 
paradigm

»» Tapping talent in three broad steps

Talent Show: Why Talent 
Matters

In Chapter 1, we talk about how demographics, a brain drain, and globalization 
have led to a scarcity of talent. But that’s just the half of it. Just as top talent has 
gotten sparse, it has also become increasingly important!

In recent years, we’ve entered an economic phase that’s entirely new: the 
knowledge economy. In the knowledge economy, organizations rely on intellec-
tual capital  — knowledge  — to achieve both tangible and intangible results. 
Indeed, companies in the knowledge economy often derive their value from intel-
lectual capital — in other words, from the value of the knowledge possessed by 
their employees.

That’s not all, though. As this new economy has evolved, it has also placed a 
premium on people’s traits. According to Dov Seidman at Harvard Business 
Review,  these traits include “creativity, passion, character, and collaborative 
spirit  — their humanity, in other words.” Seidman continues, “The ability to 
leverage these strengths will be the source of one organization’s superiority over 
another.”

In this chapter, we tell you more about the knowledge economy and how it has 
affected the world of executive recruiting.

Chapter 2
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Value Pack: Redefining Value 
in the Knowledge Economy

In 1994, Steven Spielberg, Jeffrey Katzenberg, and David Geffen formed a new 
Hollywood studio: DreamWorks SKG. Although each invested $33.3 million, that 
was nowhere near enough money to get the venture off the ground. That meant 
the trio would need to attract investors — fast.

There was just one problem. As noted by Richard Corliss in an article published by 
TIME in 1995, “DreamWorks, which plans to make movies, TV shows, records, 
toys and computer software, has no film studio or recording studio, no products — 
indeed, no pedigree but its owners’ résumés.”

But oh, what résumés they were! Steven Spielberg was, of course, the Steven 
Spielberg — Oscar-winning director of such film classics as Jaws, Close Encounters 
of the Third Kind, Raiders of the Lost Ark, E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, Schindler’s List, 
Saving Private Ryan, Jurassic Park  .  .  .  the list goes on. Then there was Jeffrey 
Katzenberg, who was credited with turning around Walt Disney Studios between 
1984 and 1994. Films produced during his tenure included such family favorites as 
The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, and The Lion King. David Geffen 
was no slouch either, having launched several record labels during his career, 
including the eponymous Geffen Records.

DreamWorks SKG may not have had hard assets. But it did have the intangible 
value of its founders. Because of what these visionaries had done in the past, and 
because of what promise DreamWorks might hold for the future, investors from 
Seattle to Silicon Valley to Wall Street and beyond lined up  — to the tune of  
$2 billion.

We’re not saying hard assets are no longer relevant. But today’s new knowledge 
economy is built more on the intangible value of people — who they are, what 
they know, and their ability to apply that knowledge. Instead of resources or land, 
capital today means human capital.

Unlike resources or land, however, human capital has control over its own worth. 
That is, human capital — knowledge workers — can continuously invest in their 
skills and training to drive up their price. In a world where practically every orga-
nization has access to a certain baseline level of technology, people are the differ-
ence maker. They’re the value adder. As a result, the best people are highly sought 
after. If they choose to leave a company in the morning, they’ll be hired by some-
one else by noon. They’re in the driver’s seat — and they know it.

You’ll find that today’s top performers have a couple things in common:


