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1Navigating the Executive Career

Introduction

Career Advice for 
Successful Leaders

Even the most successful executives can use career advice as they assess 
their current positions and look to the future . Are “tried and true” practices, 
learned as young professionals, still current and relevant to those who have 
moved up the ladder? What are appropriate ways to work with executive 
recruiters? Have the rules of interviewing evolved, and do preparedness and 
politeness still rule the day?

This career guide, courtesy of the executive search consultants across 
Witt/Kieffer and its WK Advisors division, provides best practices for 
career-minded leaders. The entries offer suggestions for navigating 
both the predictable and unanticipated challenges that face the most 
experienced leaders . 

These pages are about understanding who you are and where you are in 
your career, but also paying close attention to what others think and perceive 
about you . Best wishes and continued success in your life as an executive .

Sincerely,

Andrew Chastain
President & Chief Executive Officer 
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Find Solid Footing in a 
Shifting Career Landscape
By David Boggs, Senior Partner & Practice Leader,      
WK Advisors

If you’ve read an article about careers lately, chances are it included terms like 
“changing landscape” or “seismic shifts .” Industries are in upheaval due to 
significant changes involving everything from legislative policy to technological 
advancements . It’s no wonder even seasoned professionals and executives 
may feel as if they are stumbling across unsteady ground, their career path 
not as clearly defined as it once was.

But it is possible to maintain steady footing, no matter how industry trends 
and career expectations shift . People who thrive in changing industries 
ensure their own professional growth and the success of their organization by 
remaining agile, open to learning what is necessary to function in new terrain . 
It’s important to make oneself an indispensable part of an organization’s 
future. What follows are five ways to do so:

Understand the landscape. 
Keeping abreast of the latest industry trends is essential . Schedule time each 
week to read industry publications and websites, as well as general news 
outlets and social networking groups . Apply what you’re learning within 
your organization to ensure its continued success and to demonstrate your 
capacity to evaluate and utilize new approaches .

Make a habit of sharing the knowledge you’ve gained . Write articles, make 
presentations, serve on panels, write a guest blog . Publicly sharing your 
expertise boosts the confidence others have in your ability to understand 
industry changes and in your willingness to find new and creative solutions to 
problems .

I.
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Never travel alone. 
Network with others in similar positions . Use sites such as LinkedIn to 
connect with professional groups . Participate in discussions and don’t 
be afraid to post your own questions. These forums offer substantive 
discussions and ideas, providing you with new skills and a broader 
perspective .

Of course, nothing beats face-to-face networking when it comes to support 
and learning . Attend conferences or industry association meetings when 
possible . Within your organization, look for colleagues from whom you might 
learn something new, or who might serve as a mentor for you . 

Learn survival skills. 
Think of attaining new skills as the key to your professional survival . Whether 
you need to master the latest software or comprehend complex legislation, 
gaining new competencies will ensure your career relevancy .

The first step is to honestly assess your skills and knowledge 
base . Take a look at the past year: Where did you succeed? 
How could you have improved? In which areas could you 
shore up your knowledge?

Stand out from the crowd. 
In most organizations, recognition for a job well done 
comes less often than deserved . That is particularly true 
in organizations that are less stressed by uncertainty and 
change . Your supervisor or colleagues may be too distracted 
by their own concerns to notice your successful efforts. 

Find opportunities to highlight your hard work, in particular when it involves 
utilizing a recently-learned skill or applying that industry trend knowledge 
you’ve gained .

At the same time, formal evaluations may be infrequent and therefore not 
as useful in a rapidly changing environment . Rather than wait for your 
annual review, regularly seek out input. Your efforts will convey a desire to 

Think of attaining new 
skills as the key to your 
professional survival.
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continually grow and develop as a professional, an asset both your colleagues and 
your supervisors will notice .

Create new paths. 
Many professionals gauge their success based on whether they fulfilled the job 
expectations laid out for them last year or several years ago . To prove themselves 
indispensable, executives must go above and beyond the job that was prescribed 
for them . Envision what your job description might look like next year, even if the 
future is uncertain .
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Leveraging LinkedIn for 
Executive Career Growth
By Zachary Durst, Senior Associate, and Daniel Young, 
Consultant

In the world of executives looking to find their next challenging opportunity, 
many wonder how to leverage LinkedIn to maximize their job search . To put 
it simply, using your LinkedIn account strategically can lead to newly opened 
doors . If you’re planning to start looking for your next role soon or simply want 
to leave yourself open to new opportunities, there are a few basic tips to follow . 

Be accurate. 
Does your profile represent the current scope of the role you’re 
in and your accomplishments? Simply putting your title and the 
name of the organization doesn’t cut it . What’s more, if you left 
a role two years ago, that needs to be reflected in your LinkedIn 
summary .

Speaking of accuracy, what are those things you’ve done in the 
last several years that you’re proud of and how do you describe 
them? Bulleting your accomplishments is a great way to convey 
the scope of your work without having to write a full executive 
summary . 

Remember, just as you’ve spent years building your personal brand within 
and outside of your organization, you also need to spend time maintaining 
that brand via LinkedIn . If you are known as a leader who can transform 
organizations, give concrete examples of that work to back it up . Anyone can 
use strong adjectives to describe their work, but if you can put solid numbers 
related to the budget, team, project scope and outcomes, then you already 
have a leg up on others using LinkedIn .

Be accurate, be involved, be 
in touch and be intentional.
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Be involved. 
There are thousands of opportunities to make your voice heard through 
LinkedIn . Make yourself active in providing content . This can be through one 
of the many discussion threads or in publishing your own thought leadership 
pieces to your network . You never know when a connection you make 
through a discussion thread could lead to an interesting opportunity down 
the line or when a thought leadership piece you publish could lead to an 
interesting collaboration with someone in your network .

Be in touch. 
If you’re a healthcare executive, you’ve likely spent time at national 
conferences and in developing partnerships with peer executives . LinkedIn 
is another way to maintain and expand your own brand presence . When 
you see that one of your contemporaries started a new role or completed an 
exciting new project, congratulate them! Send them a short, personal note .  

Be intentional. 
You didn’t get to your role as an executive by happenstance . You likely 
planned and worked your way up the ladder . Now that you’re an executive 
doesn’t mean you should stop planning for the future . Your next step may 
be into a certain kind of organization that intrigues you, or geography, 
or size of company you’d like to move into . Reach out and connect on 
LinkedIn with those who are already in those kinds of organizations . Building 
a collaboration means finding common ground, not simply asking for a 
job . There’s never a guarantee of what will come of it, but establishing a 
relationship could help you in the future .

The most important advice we can give you is to not wait . Too often 
executives do not think about starting to leverage LinkedIn until it’s an 
absolute requirement because of a downsizing, family pressures or some 
other reason . Moves do not always happen quickly and they rarely happen 
on your personal timetable . Be accurate, be involved, be in touch and be 
intentional now with your LinkedIn network so that when you’re ready to 
start looking for opportunities, you can hit the ground running .
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Fundamentals of 
Networking

By Marvene Eastham, Senior Partner

The fundamental objective of the networking process is simple — establish 
new links with people who can aid in your career development . Only 5-25% of 
all jobs are advertised . Networking allows you to tap into the 75% of “hidden 
jobs .” Whether you’re actively seeking a job or trying to stay current with 
trends and opportunities in your field, networking can expand your pool of 
contacts. The power of a network lies in its ripple effect; the more referrals 
you have, the better your position . It’s not just your own contacts who can 
provide assistance, but people to whom you have been introduced that may 
know others who can open doors for you .

Not everyone is comfortable with cold calling strangers, so 
begin building your network with people you know . These 
individuals can become the basis of your contact list or 
database. As you gain confidence, branch out by asking to be 
introduced to those who might help you learn more about your 
industry or job opportunities, including potential contacts at 
meetings and conferences .

Remember that consultants, suppliers and vendors in your 
industry are valuable contacts who are out and about and 
may have firsthand knowledge of openings. Professional 

associations are also fertile ground to nurture new relationships and gain 
industry insights. You’ll find that becoming active, joining committees, 
volunteering and giving presentations are great ways to meet people .

Give and allow others to give 
to you.



Navigating the Executive Career 8

III.
Whenever you meet or talk with your contacts, respect their time . If you call 
them, begin the conversation by asking if they have a few minutes to talk, or 
better yet, schedule a time to talk . Communicate politely and concisely and 
don’t take more time than you are offered. Ask for names of others to contact; 
each referral may provide new ways to expand your circle .

A Two-Way Street
Always remember that networking is a two-way street . Successful networking 
requires that you increase your visibility and be responsive when others or 
their friends ask for your help . If someone is referred to you, return their call 
promptly and be open to a face-to-face meeting . It is the Golden Rule in 
action —demonstrate the same helpfulness you would like others to extend 
when you call on them .

Some particular insights about networking are:

• Take action . Don’t sit around and wait for someone to contact you .   
 At conferences, sit with people you don’t know and exchange    
 business cards . Call or email them to reconnect .

• Give and allow others to give to you . Assess your strengths so    
 that you can share your expertise with others . By being a mentor    
 and allowing yourself to be mentored, you can replenish yourself .

• Organize your networking contacts . Use a spreadsheet program    
 on your computer, a binder or a box of index cards to make your    
 contacts easy to access . 

• Don’t be afraid to ask for help . Fear of being perceived as pushy or   
 looking desperate makes many of us wary of networking . However,   
 most people are flattered to be asked for assistance and advice.

• Thank your contacts . Send thank you notes to let them know you   
 appreciate their time and assistance .

• If you land a new position, let your contacts know . Thank them and   
 send your new contact information .
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• Keep networking after you have found a job and don’t wait for an    
 urgent need to arise before you tap into your network . Most likely    
 you will need your contacts again . You may also be of service if one   
 of your contacts decides to make a career transition .

Networking is a lifelong process which requires a methodical approach: build 
your database, clarify your objectives, meet new people, help others and 
strategically focus on both immediate and long-term professional objectives . It 
takes time and effort to establish and maintain relationships with contacts, but 
it can be instrumental in advancing your career .
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Do You Really Want a Job 
Change?

By Nicholas Giannas, Consultant

Whether you are the hiring manager, candidate, or search consultant, it is 
likely you have experienced what can go wrong . The candidate enters into the 
search process, interviews well, and the hiring organization becomes highly 
interested in his or her candidacy . Unfortunately, after much time and money 
are spent, the candidate decides to drop out for reasons that could have been 
handled up front (i .e ., the family does not want to relocate) .

To help prevent this situation from happening it is important for an individual 
to fully consider if he or she is really interested in a job change . Moreover, it is 
prudent to ask three fundamental questions:

• Why do I want a new job?

• Why am I interested in this particular position?

• What other factors will play a role in my job search?

These questions are interrelated but need to be answered independently . If 
these questions are answered at the beginning (ideally before you submit your 
resume) they will help avoid the embarrassment of withdrawing from a job 
search midway through the process and will save the hiring organization the 
frustrations that come with it .

Let’s briefly examine potential reasons why someone is looking for a new 
job. He or she has accomplished all identified goals in their current position. 
Perhaps, the person dislikes his or her current job and is ready to leave the 
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organization . A person could quite simply need a job . More personally, the 
potential candidate needs to relocate to a certain part of the country to 
move closer to family . All of these reasons are valid in why one may be 
looking for a job . But they do not truly answer why someone is interested
in a particular position .

Have a Vision
After an individual identifies why they want a new job, they can 
clearly focus on why a certain job opportunity interests them . 
For example, if the job moves a person closer to family, that 
could be considered a reasonably strong factor . However, that 
alone will not typically bring about someone’s true interest in 
a new position . The hiring manager will not be totally “sold” 
that the candidate really wants the job based solely on a 
geographic incentive . At the core of someone’s interest in a 
new position should be a clear connection between personal 
and professional goals and the opportunity . The new position 
should be consistent with an individual’s career aspirations . 

As a result, it is important to have a vision of how you want your career to 
progress and develop a plan to help you achieve your goals .

Once an individual has answered the first two questions, he or she must 
focus on thoroughly analyzing all impacts of a career change . Some important 
factors include:

• Relocating the family — this can be more difficult if, for example,   
children are still in high school .

• Housing situation — selling a house is difficult and may constitute a   
substantial  loss .

• Compensation — identifying your compensation expectations is   
key . As part of the process, you should thoroughly review your    
current salary as well as benefits (especially those that have a set   
vesting period) .

At the core of someone’s 
interest in a new position 
should be a clear connection 
between personal and 
professional goals and the 
opportunity.
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The list can go on and on but it is important to note that all potential issues 
should be identified and examined so they can be articulated up front in 
the job search . Taking the time to answer all three questions and thinking 
things through before just “throwing your hat in the ring” will lead to a better 
outcome . It will bring about a win-win for all parties involved . The time, money 
and frustration that will be saved are truly invaluable .
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The Lonely Decision: When 
to Tell Your Employer 
You’re a Candidate
By Dennis M. Barden, Senior Partner

Issues of openness and confidentiality always arise in executive searches 
among candidates, hiring organizations, and the consultants involved . A 
more subtle decision faces the individual candidate, however, even when the 
search is not (or not yet) at the public stage: When is it appropriate to tell your 
employer that you are considering another job?

The answer depends on whom you ask . Your boss will surely 
give you one answer . In my role as a search consultant, I will 
give you another . Your partner, your children, your colleagues, 
your mentor, your spiritual guide, your self-help book, your 
therapist, and your own conscience will all weigh in as well . All 
of us want to be helpful; few of us will succeed.

At the end of the day, this is a lonely decision .

A simple cost-benefit analysis would appear to be in order. 
What might happen if you tell? Well, obviously, your employer might fire you. 
Your bosses may also pre-empt your opportunity and offer you inducements 
to stay . They may encourage and support you, a response that might have 
a wide range of meanings . They may shrug and ask you to tell them how it 
turns out. They may thank you for your honesty and offer kudos, references, 
guilt, money, a promotion, or your walking papers .

And why are you telling your employer in the first place? Most often 
candidates feel a duty to do so, whether out of loyalty to or personal affection 
for the institution or the supervisor, a sense of ethical responsibility, or just a 

If there is any option at all, I 
recommend caution.
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desire to do the right thing. Happily, most candidates who are qualified for institutional 
leadership are sufficiently insightful about their environment to guess correctly 
whether they should speak up or not .

Let’s not kid ourselves, though . Sometimes candidates inform their employers for 
strategic reasons . They hope to leverage the candidacy into a better gig, at either 
their current or their future employer . Sometimes it works, but it’s always a dangerous 
game to play .

Should you never tell your boss? Not at all . In fact, when I was an administrator in 
higher education, I usually opted to tell my bosses early in any search process in 
which I was a candidate . Such was the character of most of the people with whom I 
served, and of my relationship with them . Also, I was more righteous than insightful in 
those days .

There were bosses, however, whom I did not trust or respect, and whose retribution I 
feared . Those people I informed with my resignation letter .

That brings us back to the central question here: When should you tell?

I can only offer the search consultant’s view. Preliminary interviews—whether they 
are with the search consultant or a member of the hiring committee—are just that, 
preliminary. You don’t know if they want you; more important, you don’t know if you 
want them . You are doing no more than testing the water . Your employer’s chances of 
having to replace you are still remote . I see little to be gained, and potentially much to 
lose, by informing your boss at this point .

The final-interview stage seems the appropriate moment to bring people into the tent. 
(If those interviews are public in any way, doing so is mandatory . The secret won’t 
keep .) Even then, if there is any option at all, I recommend caution . Just what does 
“final” mean? When will a decision be made? How confident are you in that timing? 
How do you judge your odds of both getting an offer and accepting it?

If you are not hired, you may have to live for a long time with your boss’s knowing that 
you looked for another job. Waiting for a search to be resolved amplifies the tension. 
The unknown is bad for most people; the longer that unknown lasts, the greater its 
corrosive power .A longer version of this article 

originally appeared in the Chronicle 
of Higher Education. Permission to 
republish has been granted. 
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Write and Maintain a 
Great Executive Resume

By April Allen, Senior Associate, WK Advisors

The executive job search is a far cry from what it used to be – faster, more 
automated, and almost completely online . Even with this shift to a more digital 
job hunt, most employers still request to see a candidate’s resume before 
showing serious interest . 

Nothing other than the resume gives a concise overview of 
a candidate’s experience, successes, and potential . As an 
executive recruiter, I know the resume still matters . Rather than 
dismiss or downplay it, candidates should embrace it and look 
for ways to make it a key component of their executive future .

What follows are suggestions for improving the executive 
resume, based on what I’ve seen in my work:

Build in substance. 
A good resume should rely on bullet points to list essential 

information employers are looking for . Organizations care far less about 
vague summary paragraphs and far more about the finer details of your work 
history . But that doesn’t mean to create a laundry list of job duties under each 
position . Employers and the recruiters who work with them want concrete 
examples of your past experiences, and successes, so they can gauge 
whether you’ll be valuable to their company .

Include specific data or summaries of how you’ve made a difference in 
previous jobs . Given that the digital age has made attention spans much 
shorter, still be concise . Use key words and phrases that appear in the job 
posting as long as they truly apply to you . The good news about sending 

As an executive recruiter, 
I know the resume still 
matters.
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your resume digitally is that resumes of three to five pages are common for 
executives who’ve been in their professions at least a decade or two .

Sharpen your focus. 
It is easier now more than ever before to find, and contact, employers. Resist 
the temptation to email your resume out to every HR director or CEO you can 
find on LinkedIn. In fact, the digital age has provided job seekers with a real 
gift: the ability to pinpoint your search . Research a range of companies, then 
focus on those that match your vision of the place you’d love to spend many 
of your waking hours . What’s your ideal executive role? Use the web to target 
organizations and companies who can get you there .

Focusing your job search on fewer than a dozen organizations is most 
effective. Your knowledge of the organization and genuine interest in the job 
will make you a more appealing candidate to executive recruiters and their 
clients .

The homework will make it easier when it comes time to reach out . First, 
tweak your core document to fit the employer and open position. Craft a 
cover letter or email (depending on convention in your industry or directions 
in the position posting) that aligns with it . In your correspondence, be 
professional, engaging, and targeted . Don’t forget to proofread (at least twice) 
and verify the person responsible for hiring that position before hitting the 
send button .

Supplement your networking and social media. 
The best way to network still involves eye-contact and an old-fashioned 
handshake . Continue going to professional events, schedule lunches with 
former colleagues, and try to arrange a 20-minute chat with a visionary in 
your field. Always follow up, and even consider mailing a handwritten 
thank-you note .

Social media doesn’t supplant the resume by any means, and in fact can be a 
great way to ensure your resume is viewed . No matter how robust your 

LinkedIn page, include a link to your actual resume . If you have a professional 
website, add your resume there as well .
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Align your public information. 
If you have a LinkedIn page, and posted resume, and website, and belong to 
executive databases, keep them aligned and up-to-date as much as possible . 
It’s one thing to post your resume to an executive job site, and another to go 
back a year later and refresh it .

Does your resume need a summary section? Not necessarily . Typically, hiring 
managers know exactly what they are looking for in a potential candidate and 
will have spotted it in the heart of the resume . If you do add one, keep it to a 
couple of sentences .

Resumes may represent tradition but they can still separate an executive 
candidate from the rest of the pack . Give yours the attention it deserves . 
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VII.

The Best Executive Job 
Candidates                                  

By Zachary A. Smith, Ph.D., Senior Partner

The interview process for senior-level executives is imperfect . If you’ve been 
on that market, you already know that . Some candidates describe it as a 
dog-and-pony show, while others liken it to speed dating . It’s a process that, 
whatever your view of it, will make increasing demands on you at each stage .

As a former campus administrator and now a recruiter for academe, I’ve sat 
on both sides of the hiring table . The best candidates share the following 
tendencies, attributes, and behaviors:

Draft a strong letter of interest. 
Yes, the cover letter still matters – especially in academe . When crafting one, 
assume committee members will read it more closely than their own child’s 

homework . I can say with certainty that they will catch your 
grammatical and spelling errors; they will scrutinize your use of 
capitalization .

Act respectful and gracious. 
The best candidates check their ego at the door and 
demonstrate humility and appreciation during the process 
(even, or especially, when logistical mistakes happen) . They 
treat everyone with respect, including administrative assistants . 
A client once told me about a finalist who was generally rude to 

the administrative assistant tasked with shuttling the candidate from meeting 
to meeting, but gracious and kind to the more senior people . That turned 

Call, email, or text, but keep 
in touch.
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out to be a fatal flaw to the finalist’s chances after the assistant shared the 
behavior with the hiring manager . 

Be polite, and treat people as you’d like to be treated. 
Equally important, don’t complain about the rigors of the hiring process . I can 
assure you that those rigors will pale in comparison to the rigors of the job 
itself .

Listen to the search consultant. 
Search consultants can help your candidacy but you must be open to our 
help . We ultimately want the search to be successful, which means we want 
you as a candidate to be successful . We want committees and campuses to 
see your best self. Strong candidates often make major interview gaffes that 
ultimately kill their chances .

We’re all human, and mistakes are inevitable. However, you’ll significantly 
improve your performance if you listen to our guidance . 

Be brief, light-hearted, and relevant. 
In front of the committee, be conscious of how long you are taking to answer 
questions . Committees have a list of questions, often developed over 
many weeks, and they’d like to ask you nearly all of them . Second, strong 
candidates smile and show a little levity . This may be a stressful process but 
it’s not life-or-death . Always stay professional and composed . The more you 
are boring, overly serious, and low energy, the more your odds of moving up 
in the process will decline . 

Finally, think about ways to connect with the campus and the committee . 
Do your homework, but don’t be creepy . If you congratulate a committee 
member for his son’s winning goal at the 4A soccer championship, you’ll
look creepy . But if you share a personal anecdote about the transformational 
effect that college had on your own life – which, in turn, demonstrates your 
ability to  connect with the institution’s student population – you’ll look 
empathetic and human . 
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Produce no surprises. 
This point should speak for itself but, far too often, candidates wait until late in 
the game to reveal serious concerns they have about the job, major issues in 
their background, or significant barriers to their accepting the position. 

The best candidates discuss potential roadblocks head on, early in the 
search process . They talk openly about compensation matters, and alert us 
to spousal-accommodation issues . They keep us informed of their status 
in other searches . Most important, they proactively communicate potential 
issues that could derail their candidacy if not resolved early in the search 
process. If you find it difficult to be transparent, then you’re likely in the search 
for the wrong reasons .

Want the job. 
I know that sounds obvious, but the best candidates genuinely want the 
position and articulate their reasons during the interview process . It’s certainly 
reasonable to kick the tires early in the process . However, the best candidates 
project a level of enthusiasm, interest, and engagement that is hard to miss . 
They fully research the institution and have a deep understanding of its current 
challenges and future potential . 

Candidates who are hesitant, unsure, or involved in a search for the wrong 
reasons (e.g., to get a counteroffer from their current employer) will be 
exposed by search consultants and campus constituents . Word may get 
around, too, that would affect your future options. Fully invest in leadership 
positions you actually want, and you’ll ultimately be a much more successful 
candidate .

This article was originally published 
by the Chronicle of Higher Education. 
Permission to reprint has been 
granted.
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VIII.

Your Next Leadership 
Position: Dive Deep Before 
Signing On                                 
By Joyce A. De Leo, Ph.D., Consultant

The journey for a new leadership position often starts with an executive search 
firm interview. The consultant team delves into your biographical details with 
surgical precision and unbelievable depth . If your candidacy moves forward, 
you are scheduled for airport and on-site interviews . In this process, you are 
inundated with questions from every constituency’s viewpoint. Before an offer 
is made, background checks, social media research, degree verifications, and 
comprehensive referencing are performed . 

The offer is made and it is a very good one – but have you done all of your 
own research? Are the culture, leadership team and position right for you at 
this time? Before the offer letter arrives, of course, you should be certain. As 
you interview and pursue a new position, you should ask yourself, the search 
firm and, if appropriate, the search committee the following questions:

• Who are the members of the current cabinet or C-suite? How long have 
they been in their position? How are they evaluated? What are the metrics 
for leadership success?

• What is the leadership style of the C-suite and your supervisor(s)? Is this 
style harmonious with your managerial and administrative approach? How 
often does the senior leadership meet and how are decisions made?

• What is the process for developing new initiatives? How have past 
program creation and leadership visions been supported by the 
organization?  
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• How different is this institution from your current employer? Is the 

reputation on the same level? If not, what transition challenges will you 
find if you decide that this is not the right position in a few years? 

• How many searches has the search firm done for the organization in 
the past? (Often times, a healthy institution will utilize the same firm 
for multiple, diverse positions since the firm understands the mission 
and culture and can quickly move through the process of candidate 
identification, attraction and match.) 

Candidate at a Disadvantage
This is part of your critical due diligence as a candidate . The 
differences between the rigor of the search firm process and 
a candidate’s process is often remarkable . A national search 
firm functions in large teams with infrastructure for research, 
identification and vetting of candidates. In contrast, you are often 
flying solo – and on top of that in a full-time job with limited “extra 
time.” Such a difference puts you at a disadvantage making an 
informed decision .  

It is imperative that you perform the same deep dive as those 
assessing you are doing . Make calls to leaders in a similar position at 
organizations with geographic proximity and similar missions to the one 
you are considering . What went into their decision process to move to 
the institution in their current position? Ask probing questions from the 
external perspective about C-suite leadership longevity and reputation of 
the institution that you are considering . If the position turns out to be the 
right match, you have already started networking and building an external 
transition team . 

Be prepared – after careful scrutiny, research and networking – to come to 
search firm consultants and to on-site interviews with specific questions 
geared to each group . Put aside any pride for being considered for the 
leadership position and, instead, embrace reflection and healthy doubt. 
Professional search firms should articulate both the opportunities and the 
challenges of a position profile. As a candidate, it is more exciting to consider 
the vastness of leadership opportunities than to deeply probe the obvious 

Put aside any pride and 
embrace reflection and 
healthy doubt.  
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and possibly obscure challenges . You also should ask yourself whether 
you possess the appropriate qualifications, experience, personal 
qualities and passions to address these challenges . 

Delve into Data
Remember that institutional websites and glossy brochures provided to 
candidates during the interview process are often marketing tools . They 
are not at the detail needed to understand the standing, trajectory and 
financial sustainability of an organization. Therefore it is reasonable to 
ask for key data about the organization from the search consultant or 
hiring committee .

If these data are not provided after a request, this should be a red flag. 
In addition, request individual time with the chief financial officer to 
understand the budgeting process, how budget decisions are made, 
the specific budget and program/discretionary funds allocated to 
your area.  Ask specific questions about future resources for program 
building and innovative initiatives . 

The discernment process to your next leadership position should 
start and end with a meticulous and inquisitive focus that utilizes all of 
your resources: a deep dive into acquiring and understanding data, 
learning from internal and external colleagues, and trusting your own 
impressions .  

This article was originally published 
by the HigherEdJobs.com. website. 
Permission to republish has been 
granted.
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IX.

Executive Search: What a 
Candidate Ought to Know

By Witt/Kieffer Consulting Staff

Candidates ask many questions about the search process like, ‘‘How long will 
it take? What are the steps involved? Are my credentials competitive?’’ We will 
answer these questions and others commonly asked by candidates as they 
enter a search . We hope it will provide a better understanding of the search 
process .

What is the search consultant’s role in a search? 
We facilitate the process and enhance the environment for thoughtful 
decisions for all parties . With this in mind, we generally:

• conduct an in-depth assessment of the organization and the position

• with the client, construct a position description

• help define the search process and build a candidate pool

• establish clear and efficient candidate communication

• screen candidates on behalf of the client institution, including    
personal interviews

• assure confidentiality around candidates and the search

• help design interview and decision-making processes

• support job offer negotiations, as clients deem appropriate

• facilitate the transition for the successful candidate and the    
organization .

The search consultant serves as a liaison between the organization and the 
candidate, and does not make decisions on behalf of either party .
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How can a search firm help a candidate?
As an objective liaison, the search consultant helps a candidate by allowing 
him or her to explore the position before becoming an active candidate, 
determining the potential ‘‘fit,” and assessing compensation range. We also:

• provide information on the search process

• assist in the logistics of interviews at the client organization

•  support negotiation of compensation and/or relocation

•  collaborate with the organization and the successful candidate on a   
  transition plan .

Every candidate is important and we strive to treat each person in a forthright 
manner .

How is my confidentiality protected?
Confidentiality is essential in attracting, recruiting, and placing the best 
candidates. A candidate has the right to ask for as much confidentiality as 
possible . In a small number of cases, an organizational regulation or state 

sunshine law will impact the degree to which we and a search 
committee or hiring manager can respect any individual’s 
confidentiality. Within both public and private organizations, 
you the candidate, we the consultants, and the committee 
are constrained to operate within parameters particular to an 
organization . Only you, as a candidate, can make the decision 
to proceed in a search . The search consultant will work to 
reduce your stress by providing as much clear information as 
possible about the process .

Does it matter how my credentials enter the search 
process?

No. As a retained search firm, we receive a fee from the organization 
regardless of who is offered the position or how he or she entered the 
candidate pool, whether via an advertisement, a nomination, or a personal 
contact by our search firm. We care only about finding the very best possible 
fit between candidate and organization. Our reputation is built on our success 
in achieving that fit. If your name is submitted or presented to us, you will be 
notified by one of our consultants. After this initial contact, you may or may 

We care only about finding 
the very best possible fit 
between candidate and 
organization.
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not receive further correspondence, depending on the organization’s interest . 
If the organization is interested in pursuing your application, they or we will 
contact you to establish your candidacy .

If I want to be considered for a particular opportunity, what should I do?
Submit your resume or curriculum vitae and a cover letter . The content and 
appearance of your vitae, combined with a well-written and researched cover 
letter, are integral to the application process . If you are selected for further 
consideration, you may be asked to participate in telephone screening by 
the consultant or the committee, a personal interview, and a preliminary 
screening process .

The search process takes time: four to six months is not uncommon, and 
some high-level searches may take nine months or longer . Patience is required 
of candidates while an organization makes decisions . 

What about my references?
Moving through the process, we will verify your previous employment, 
academic degrees and professional certifications. The client may request 
credit and additional background checks . You should choose your references 
with care and notify each in advance so he or she may be as informative and 
helpful as possible . We recognize the sensitivity of this process and will not 
contact a current employer without your permission. However, finalization and 
a formal offer are usually made on condition of contact with a candidate’s 
current employer . 

What if I don’t move forward?
Issues of credentials, experience, personality, and scores of other elements all 
blend together in the final selection process to create a successful marriage 
of the candidate and the organization . Informing a candidate that he or she 
will not move forward is difficult for all involved. The decision is made by a 
committee or a president/CEO, and our firm merely acts as the messenger. 
Not being selected in a search is common, due to the competitive nature of 
the process, and it should not be taken personally . Many past candidates 
consider the experience of clarifying their goals, refining their resumes, and 
interviewing to be useful, regardless of the outcome . We keep track of people 
and may include them in another search . 
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What Recruiters Wish 
They Could Tell You
By Donna Padilla, Managing Partner & Practice Leader, 
Healthcare

Whether you are searching for an executive position for the first time or not, 
there are some key points to know that pertain to any job search . While each 
situation is unique, common themes and process points tend to surface each 
time a position is filled. Below is a list of tips that any organization or recruiter 
wishes you knew before embarking on a search .

Level of interest. 
It is always good to be open to opportunities that cross your 
desk . Ninety-nine percent of the time these opportunities are 
appropriate for networking rather than acting upon . While you 
may want to learn more, it is important to weigh your interest 
against your current professional and personal situation . If 
you are not making the move alone, don’t make the decision 
alone . Involving family early in the process is critical . Inviting 
your spouse/partner to visit the location — especially if they are 
unsure — is also a good idea. Waffling interest and last minute 
turndowns are damaging to the search process and, ultimately, 
your reputation .

No surprises. 
Looking at a new opportunity and preparing for an interview is a great time for 
personal and professional reflection. We have all had moments in our careers 
that we wish we could do over or had handled differently. If there is something 
in your past — for example, a short career stop you have not included on your 
resume or something that will show up in a more thorough background check 
— it is best to bring that to light as early as possible . Your recruiter will be

Do not underestimate the 
time a search will take, 
especially if you 
are employed.
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better able to address the situation up front with the organization and advise 
you on how to discuss it moving forward . Full transparency is the right thing to 
do for you and the hiring organization .

The interview. 
The best advice is to do your homework . Seek feedback from the search 
consultant on what to anticipate and how to prepare . Ask for and expect to 
receive direct feedback regarding your presentation . This feedback is not 
meant to be critical, but to help with the specific search you are considering 
as well as for future interviews . When onsite, make sure you are listening as 
actively as you are presenting yourself . Come prepared with questions . Even if 
you are in your 15th interview of the day, convey enthusiasm and interest . You 
want the interview to feel more like a meeting than a strained conversation . 
Creating a dialogue is a shared responsibility .

The social element. 
A social dinner is often a critical step in the final interview process. Remember 
that you are still a candidate and want to present yourself as engaged and 
able to interact socially and professionally . While onsite, you’ll be given a 
tour of the community and will likely be joined by a realtor and organization 
host . Both are there to help guide you as well as gauge your interest . Many, 
if not all, organizations will ask the realtor for feedback on how the tour went . 
Similar to the dinner, this is an opportunity to show how you come across out 
of the spotlight .

The time commitment. 
Do not underestimate the time a search will take, especially if you are 
employed . Typically, searches have several rounds and are almost always      
held in person and onsite . Make sure your recruiter or the organization is 
aware of any schedule constraints (e .g ., existing vacations or a current 
location from which traveling is difficult). Strategize early about how you will 
approach these visits .
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The offer. 
This is a conversation that needs to start at the beginning of any search . 
Letting the recruiter know the full extent of your current compensation 
package as well as any non-negotiables is critical. Is there a specific salary 
that you need in order to make a move? Sharing this information out of the 
gate helps set expectations all the way around and eliminate wasted energy 
for both you and the hiring organization. Relocation is a significant piece of the 
pie. Let your recruiter know if there are specific issues that you foresee (e.g., 
current housing market, exotic car collection, a child in high school) . 

Your recruiter should act as a partner, resource and sounding board for you 
throughout the search process . At times this will mean delivering the tough 
news, but all of the feedback and advice is focused on ensuring that you put 
your best foot forward and are fully prepared for the interview process .
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XI.

How to Work with a Search 
Consultant in Higher 
Education
By Suzanne Teer, Consultant

As an executive search consultant in higher education, I have had 
the pleasure of working with countless candidates for academic and 
administrative leadership opportunities . In executive search, we consult with 
our clients on all aspects of the process to help them hire talented leaders for 
their institution . A primary part of our job is to develop a pool of applicants 

that meet our client’s current leadership needs . Whether you 
are new to working with a search consultant or have some 
experience, this article provides some “dos” and “don’ts” 
to help you engage with a search consultant with success 
throughout each stage of the process . 

Initial Inquiry 
When you learn about a new leadership position, your first step 
should be a conversation with the search consultant . Even if 
you are confident it is a position that you want to apply for, 
slow down and reach out to schedule a call . When candidates 
apply for positions without talking to the search consultant, it 

can create an impression that you are applying without much thought . And, 
more importantly, the consultant is a valuable resource that you can take 
advantage of . In your conversation with the consultant, you may learn some 
important insights and nuances about the position that may be helpful to 
you in deciding if this opportunity is a good fit for you and in preparing your 
application materials . In addition, the conversation gives the search consultant 
an opportunity to get to know you . 

Tell stories and share 
concrete examples that 
illustrate your 
accomplishments.
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Application Materials 
Use the insights you glean from your conversation with the consultant to help 
shape your application materials . Tailor your CV and letter to the institution 
and position . Demonstrate that you have done your homework, understand 
what the institution is looking for in its next leader and have the experience 
and qualities to do the job . I am surprised by the number of errors I see on 
resumes and cover letters . Likewise, some resumes are very hard to navigate 
and far too many are simply lists of responsibilities rather than an outline of 
accomplishments and ways you have made an impact on your organizations . 
Ask someone you trust to be honest with you to provide feedback on your CV 
and letter of interest . If you are not certain about the length and level of detail 
expected, ask your consultant for their input . 

Phone Screen
A consultant will often want to conduct a phone screen to get to know you 
better . This call can be part of your initial inquiry or may come at a later 
stage, perhaps after you have applied . Be prepared for an in-depth call even 
if you just have a few simple questions . Although you may see the call as 
a great opportunity to sell yourself, remember that the consultant has key 
questions they need you to address to help determine if you are a good fit for 
the job . Resist the urge to monopolize the conversation . Let them guide the 
conversation so they can ask the questions they need to ask . Be brief but 
thorough in your responses . And as much as possible, tell stories and share 
concrete examples that illustrate your accomplishments .  

Internal Interview 
Our firm often conducts internal interviews with candidates we believe are 
well-suited for a position before we present the slate of applicants to our 
client . This enables us to explore their background and experience in more 
depth and provide insightful feedback to our clients . Take this interview as 
seriously as you would an interview with the client . All of the same rules apply . 
If you haven’t interviewed in a while, now is the time to brush up on your 
interview skills—there is an art and science to conducting a strong interview . 
Your interview may very well be conducted by video . There are important 
considerations for video interviews—again, do your homework . 
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In-person Interviews 
In a typical search process, there will likely be two rounds of in-person 
interviews: a first-round interview that is typically a brief interview with the 
search committee, and a second, final-round interview that is typically an 
all-day schedule of meetings with stakeholders across the institution . Often 
your search consultant will schedule time to prepare with you so you know 
what to expect . They want you to succeed as much as you want to succeed! 
If your consultant doesn’t offer a call to prepare, ask for it. Be sure to ask 
your consultant questions that they are uniquely prepared to address—
composition of the search committee, insights into key influencers in the 
interview process, logistics for the interview and the timing of next steps, for 
example . 

Communication and Follow Up
Communication with your search consultant is important throughout the entire 
search process . Get in touch with your consultant if you have questions or 
new information to share . If your schedule changes, you are having second 
thoughts or you become involved in another search, let your consultant 
know . Likewise, if you have questions you are reluctant to ask of the search 
committee, talk with your consultant . The more information your consultant 
has, the better he or she can serve you and their client .

Discretion is an essential quality of a successful search consultant . If you 
are invited back for a final interview and are having serious doubts about 
pursuing the opportunity, contact your consultant right away . He or she 
can talk through the situation with you and help you determine next steps . 
When you are asked to submit references, complete an online survey or 
submit additional information, take care of these tasks right away . Your 
responsiveness demonstrates your interest and attention to detail and helps 
keep the process moving efficiently.

Search consultants really do want the best for our candidates and our 
clients . If the match isn’t the right one, no one wins . Likewise, if all goes well 
throughout the process, and you are in fact well-suited for the position, your 
search consultant can be a very strong advocate for you .



33Navigating the Executive Career

Contact Our AuthorsContact Our Authors

Marvene Eastham
Senior Partner 
marvenee@wittkieffer.com

Nick Giannas
Consultant
nickg@wittkieffer.com

Donna Padilla
Managing Partner & Practice 
Leader, Healthcare
donnap@wittkieffer.com

Zachary A. Smith, Ph.D.
Senior Partner 
zsmith@wittkieffer.com

Suzanne Teer
Consultant
suzanne.teer@wittkieffer.com

Daniel Young
Consultant
dyoung@wittkieffer.com

April Allen
Senior Associate, WK Advisors
aallen@wkadvisors.com

David Boggs
Senior Partner & Practice 
Leader, WK Advisors
dboggs@wkadvisors.com

Zachary Durst
Senior Associate
zdurst@wittkieffer.com

Dennis Barden
Senior Partner
dennisb@wittkieffer.com

Joyce De Leo, Ph.D.
Consultant
jdeleo@wittkieffer.com

http://www.wittkieffer.com


About
Witt/Kieffer 

Witt/Kieffer supports organizations that improve the quality of life 
with executive search, interim and mid-level leadership, leadership 
solutions, and board services in healthcare, higher education, 
academic medicine, life sciences, and the not-for-profit sector.   

About
WK Advisors

A division of the executive search firm Witt/Kieffer, 
WK Advisors specializes in connecting clients and emerging 
leaders who can move their missions and strategies forward . 

For more information, visit wittkieffer.com.

Navigating the Executive Career © 2019, Witt/Kieffer. All rights reserved.

http://www.wittkieffer.com



