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The Path Ahead  

Worldly Wise: Higher Education in the Global Market  
Writ ten by Tom Lind,  Research Associate,  Perret t  La ver,  London/Signium Internat ional  

Higher education has not in the past been considered a major economic driver.  As an industry, it was seen as largely 
distant and hidden in that it did not, as a whole, subscribe to traditional business models and the movement of 
researchers and managers between institutions was viewed as a prohibitively academic process.  Universities 
indirectly kept nations competitive by making mainstream professionals competitive.  However, in the past two 

decades – and far longer, in North America – universities have increasingly become a 
significant force for economic growth and major businesses in their own right 
 
There is, for instance, the issue of scale.  The University of São Paulo annually enrolls 
75,000 students; Harvard recently announced its endowment at $25.9 billion. Penn 
State is the single largest contributor to the economy of the state of Pennsylvania. In 
the UK alone, the university system represents a business three times the size of the 
McDonald Corporation, and Universities UK (UUK) estimates the total economic 
impact of the sector at around £45 billion. 
 
Similarly, the realisation that spin-off companies can provide major dividends has 
changed the face of research.  Universities are now more business-savvy and 
productive. ‘Silicon Fen’ is the term for the University of Cambridge’s spin-off science 
and technology park, with 250 active start-up companies directly linked with the 
University together valued at c. $6 billion, according to the BIS.  MIT is responsible for 
the creation of over 150 companies a year; to date, these companies account for 1.1 
million jobs and a combined turnover of more than $230 billion. 
Universities of course face certain pressures as well, principally with regard to public 

(Continued on page 6) 

Signium International, a leading global executive search firm consortium with more than 40 offices 
in the Americas, Asia Pacific, Europe, and the Middle East, conducted a summer 2009 survey 
targeting CEOs to determine key challenges faced by global business leaders.  Additionally, 
Signium queried CEOs’ thoughts regarding what qualities leaders would need to meet their global 
businesses’ short- and long-term objectives. 
 
In the context of the challenging economic environment, we asked global CEOs how the business 
climate impacted their businesses; what their companies’ short and long-term challenges were; and the key leadership 
attributes and qualities that were most needed to meet those challenges.  While responses came from a wide range of 
businesses throughout the world, Signium found that several key themes transcended borders, industry sectors and 
company size. 
 
From a pool of more than 50 respondents, CEOs or presidents made up 70 percent, and the remainder  included other 
C-level executives with profit-and-loss responsibilities. 47 percent of respondents were from the Americas, 31 percent 
from Europe, and 22 percent from the Asia Pacific region.  While company size varied, key respondents included 
leaders from BASF, Emerson Electric, Visa, BBVA and National Australian Bank.  Sectors included industrial, financial 
services, life science, transportation logistics, retail and healthcare (albeit country-specific in nature). 

(Continued on page 2) 
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      Navigating the Business Landscape 

 
Executive Summary  
 
The dominant theme that emerged was Global 
business leaders’ challenge of balancing short-term 
approaches to the economic crisis, while 
simultaneously developing and implementing longer-
term strategies that will ensure long term sustainability.  
Another consistent theme was that leaders must take 
responsibility for creating and communicating an 
organizational vision and motivating teams to 
successfully implement increasingly complex corporate 
objectives in a global business environment.  The final 
key theme that emerged was to accomplish success, 
they must possess the ability to both develop and 
implement business strategies and deliver bottom line 
results in an open-minded, ethical and decisive fashion. 
 
Analysis of Leadership Qualities and Challenges  
Some of the specific questions posed and their key 
statistical findings are as follows: 
 
Greatest overall challenges facing your business in 
the next 12 months?  
Three key themes listed in order of importance were: 
· Nearly 100 percent of respondents stated their 

greatest challenge was for their organizations to 
weather the current financial storm and have the 
ability to protect their margins in spite of economic 
climate, global competition, liquidity and capital 
constraints, and new business regulations. 

· About 55 percent of respondents mentioned a key 
challenge was to transform their organization and 
position it for sustainable growth in the future.  
While the nature of the responses varied, specific 
initiatives included new product and service 
innovation, new market and global expansion, and 
the development and retention of key leaders to 
lead a restructured or right-sized business. 

· The third challenge was the impact of an 
increasingly global business environment.  
Specifics included having access to capital and 
managing exchange-rate fluctuations. 

Other key business challenges noted by CEOs included 
ensuring relevant communications to internal and 
external stakeholders, and the importance of ensuring 
compliance to new rules and regulations in multiple 
markets. 
 

In summary, while it is apparent that leadership is 
concerned with a multitude of existing challenges, 
(margins and weathering the current storm) it became 
equally apparent that leaders consider a significant 
challenge in positioning their businesses for the future 
and aligning and preparing them for an economic 
rebound. 
 
Greatest leadership challenges you face as a CEO 
in the next 12 months?   
Not surprisingly, there is overlap among leadership and 
business challenges. Key themes that emerged, in 
order of importance, are: 
· The ability to identify, prioritize, and implement 

short and long-term solutions that will result in long-
term organizational sustainability.  Many CEOs 
mentioned the need to build strong financial 
foundation, i.e., cost savings during the downturn, 
while maintaining a focus on medium and long-term 
goals. 

· To provide proper guidance in their organizations. 
Additionally, there is a need to communicate and 
motivate global business teams to improve morale 
and deliver against stated promises. 

· The need to invest in human capital and the 
importance of rebuilding and developing senior 
management teams to face the challenges of the 
future.  Several subsectors mentioned included the 
implementation of market-driven human resource 
tactics, the critical importance of building a team-
oriented approach, and in the longer term, building 
employee trust.  It is apparent to us that unlike 
many of the past recessions where deep cuts in 
personnel were used to meet margins and profit 
objectives, current corporate leadership seems 
increasingly committed to employee and 
management retention. 

 
Other responses regarding leadership challenges 
included the need to provide guidance through 
transformational changes, investing in new products 
and markets, and managing board and share holder 
expectations.  Executives specifically mentioned a 
hurdle as being the development of strong teams to 
meet future challenges, and the importance of open 
and two-way communication in increasingly global and 
multicultural environments.  We view this as a distinct 
shift from the more traditional vertical top-down 
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direction of controlled organizations.  Companies no 
longer are simply hunkering down through job cuts and 
saving their way to prosperity; today’s leaders recognize 
the need for planning and implementing strategies to be 
executed by world-class teams with clear lines of 
communication. 
 
Critical leadership qualities  required for running a 
global business? 
Various key themes emerged: 
· Forty percent of respondents indicated the need for 

global leaders to successfully develop and 
implement strategies and tactics.  As one CEO 
stated, “There is a need for greater operational 
focus. We need the ability to balance leadership with 
the fundamentals, as well as the ability to balance 
both the art and science of business.” 

· Communication, communication, communication.  
While stated in various manners, nearly 40 percent 
of respondents noted that leaders must have strong 
communication skills and the ability to engage and 
motivate internal and external stakeholders in 
multiple cultures and at various levels. 

· Open and flexible executives, who can operate as 
part of a team, yet are consistent and decisive in 
their actions, are a must.  Also needed are 
executives who can recognize a need or opportunity, 
and within the boundaries of the organization, 
develop and implement reality-based solutions that 
will either fix the problem or take advantage of new 
business possibilities. 

· The need for innovative team builders also is a 
telling theme among responses, and is clearly a 
transitional move away from the “superstar” 
mentality.  A much higher emphasis is placed on 
corporate leaders who have the ability to build and 
lead teams to successful outcomes. 

· Leaders also must possess the ability to operate and 
be successful in an increasingly global environment.  
Individuals who have the ability to think globally, act 
locally, and ensure that the local and global business 
entities are balanced to meet market demands and 
pressures will emerge as leaders.  Key attributes 
also included the ability to be globally empathetic 
and impactful in a complex, multicultural 
environment. 

· Integrity and the ability to build trust within an 
organization are essential to effective leadership.  As 

one executive describes, he wants leaders who do 
what they say; know the difference between right 
and wrong; take a value-added and proactive 
approach; and then instill trust internally and 
externally. 

 
Signium also asked if leadership qualities had changed 
over the past three years.  While many said that they 
had essentially remained the same, several key changes 
were observed that support the overall trends of the prior 
question.  Most notably, and given the economic 
environment, the intensity required of leaders has 
increased.  There is less room for error and few, if any, 
places to hide. Secondly, leaders in today’s environment 
must have an increased focus and be decisive in their 
approach.  This clearly supports the earlier proposition 
that executives need the ability to plan and deliver all 
aspects of their companies’ business strategies.  Finally, 
many respondents mentioned the need for innovation 
and flexibility, specifically in the contexts of leaders 
being agile and having the ability to adjust their plans 
according to a continually shifting market and client 
needs.  Other changes in leadership skills included the 
ability to acclimate and incorporate increasingly rapid 
introductions of new common technologies (i.e., Twitter, 
LinkedIn, blogs, Google, etc.). 
 
As key themes to leadership challenges emerge, and 
demand for performance increases, a fundamental 
question for corporate leaders, especially those 
dedicated to building leadership teams, becomes that of 
executive assessment and evaluation as it relates to 
cultural fit into an organization. 
 
What are the most important qualities you look for in 
a leader to ensure that he/she is a good fit with y our 
organization?  
· Mentioned by 44 percent of respondents, qualities 

included the ability to build and motivate teams, 
which stemmed from personal attributes of being 
accountable and enthusiastic. Also stated were 
intelligence, decisiveness and bravery. 

· The most consistent response provided by 33 
percent of respondents was the need to provide a 
value-added approach – one that is consistent with 
corporate ethics and values.  This encompasses not 
only ethics, but also professional confidence and 
excellence based on a combination of the 
professional experiences, strong financial skills and 
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Weathering the storm continued 

personal characteristics.  In today’s economic 
climate, key characteristics must include a strong 
analytical approach and goal orientation. 

· A high level of drive, energy and innovation as 
witnessed by a sense of urgency and previous track 
record of successes. 

· A sense of common values and behavior; someone 
who is a good corporate citizen and has 
demonstrated the ability to build and grow successful 
teams and businesses. 

 
Conclusion  
 
“The business of business is business.”  This adage is as 
true today as when it was stated by Milton Friedman.  
The results of our responses highlight the priority of 
today’s leaders to deliver results, and create long-term 
stakeholder value, specifically the importance of both 
planning and executing.  Our survey highlights that 
results be delivered in the context of a dynamic, global, 
and increasingly complex environment.  None of the 
three key business challenges consistently highlighted by 
our respondents: surviving the current economic 
situation, ensuring success in an increasingly global 
environment, and the need to create sustainable 
enterprises, are neither surprising nor new.  Nor are the 
responses regarding core leadership challenges and 
attributes: the balancing of short and long-term solutions, 
providing vision to increasingly multi-cultural enterprises, 
and investing in human capital. 
 
Our survey has provided a clear picture of leadership 
requirements and the qualities needed for success.  
Global business leaders must be well rounded, and have 
the critical ability to manage business fundamentals, 
while also planning and building for the future.  They 
must be highly effective communicators and lead 
innovation in an increasingly global environment where 
both the speed and volume of information has increased 
dramatically.  Importantly, today’s leaders must operate 
and run their enterprises with integrity, and build teams 
while providing a clear vision.  Our respondents were 
clear on both the importance of the right “fit,” and scarcity 
of balanced leaders.  In spite of the current economic 
environment, over 70% of our respondents feel that the 
war for talent is escalating, and that one of their critical 
charters is to identify and develop future leaders.  These 
leaders must have drive, energy, and a sense of urgency.  
They must be able to deliver both consistent and 
sustainable results and understand Friedman’s adage of 
“the business of business is business.” 
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 Ask the Expert: 
The Elevator pitch 
Written by Sarah Stamboulie 
 
 
“I am transitioning out of my 
current position and have 
worked diligently over the last 
few months defining what it is 
that is remarkable about me. I am in the process of 
preparing my resume, and understand that I need to get 
off the internet and get out and talk to people. I have met 
with 5 consulting firms who would all love to have me 
work with them WHEN they get some work. I’m on 
BlueSteps, Linked In, and a number of other career sites. 
 
If I want to get a meeting with a private equity firm, with a 
view to rustling up some consulting work, I need some 
advice on my approach. I like to have a script and 
improvise around it - what should be in my 90 second 
elevator speech?” 
 
 
Sarah Stamboulie, Career Consultant, explains how 
to perfect your elevator pitch:  
 
"It is always challenging to begin a job search, and I 
applaud your work understanding your own value 
proposition. It appears that you know many of the next 
steps you need to take, including your wise self-counsel 
to “get off the Internet and get out and talk with 
people” (one caveat is that the Internet, particularly 
LinkedIn and the online alumni directories from your 
college/grad school, can be an excellent source of finding 
contacts). Then, as you mention, you need a good 
elevator pitch to engage these contacts. 
 
For a strong elevator pitch, start out by providing some 
context that relates to your listener’s role or industry. This 
will stoke his or her interest and lead to curiosity about 
what you are going to say. This is your big opportunity to 
convey your passion for what you do. The beginning of 
your elevator pitch should give a summary and say what 
your competency is. Next, it should clarify who you want 
to work for. Then explain why you are a good fit for the 
job and employer. Next, talk about your background and 
experience, highlighting the benefits you brought to 
previous employers. 
 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Findings from the 2009 BlueSteps Executive Mobility 
Survey show that, despite the recession, 75% of currently 
employed executives are likely or very likely to consider a 
new job opportunity. The most important factor in an 
executive’s decision to leave their current employer is 
poor company values, with 74% of respondents rating 
this as extremely important, up from 64% in the 2007 
Mobility Survey. Poor company values has replaced lack 
of career development as executives’ most pressing 
concern when deciding to leave a company; 63% of 
executives voted lack of career development as 
extremely important in 2009, down from 74% in the 2007 
survey. 
 
Della Giles, Director of BlueSteps.com commented “This 
openness toward new opportunities during a very difficult 
and unstable economic climate indicates that executives 
realize the importance of taking career management into 
their own hands, and that mobility plays a large part in 
that. While executives are still concerned with traditional 
things like professional development and responsibilities, 
they are also now more concerned than ever with the 
company culture and values.” 
 
The executives surveyed for the report maintain 
traditional ideas of executive mobility, with 57% expecting 
to work for 4-7 organizations by the end of their career 
and 48% saying that 2 years is the shortest tenure an 
executive can have at an organization without 
compromising the value of one’s resume. 
 
Comparing the results of the 2009 Executive Mobility 
survey to the 2007 survey shows an increased 
awareness of the negative appearance of having too 
many jobs in one’s career. 82% reported that working for 
3 organizations in a 10 year period is the maximum to 
remain credible, up from 68% in 2007. 
 
Survey results also showed an increase in competition for 
executive level roles, as 56% of respondents reported 
feeling more competition for senior level positions now 
than 5 years ago. 
 
The BlueSteps Executive Mobility Survey was completed 
between 15 May and 29 May 2009. The survey received 
1,518 of respondents, 60% from the Americas, 26% from 
Europe and Africa, and 10% from Asia Pacific and the 
Middle East.  

BlueSteps Executive Mobility Report 2009  
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The Elevator pitch continued 
 
 
Once you have your pitch perfected, practice it, 
practice it, and practice it some more. Rehearse in front 
of a mirror and be aware of your body language and 
eye contact, as these aspects of communication often 
speak even louder than words. Now, try your pitch out 
a few times and observe the response to the listener. 
Do people respond to it with questions about your 
work, your success or processes? Do they want to 
learn more? Do they offer to introduce you to others? 
Do they show interest so you can invite them to meet at 
a future date? Do they ask for your business card? 
 
If your answer is no to these questions, your elevator 
pitch and/or its delivery needs work. In this case I 
recommend that you seek help from close colleagues 
or friends, or alternatively from a career professional or 
fellow members of a job search group." 
 
 
In addition to Sarah's advice, if you would like to 
develop your own value proposition, you may also be 
interested in the BlueSteps Online Course "The 
Elevator Pitch". For more information, please click 
here. 
 
Sarah Stamboulie specializes in executive coaching, 
job search assistance and executive job search groups.  

(Continued from page 4) 
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BlueSteps is an exclusive service of the Association 
of Executive Search Consultants, the worldwide as-
sociation for retained executive search firms.   Con-
fidentiality is a cornerstone of AESC’s mission. 
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“Judge a person by their questions, rather than their answers.” 
Voltaire, French enlightenment writer 
 
“A person, who no matter how desperate the situation, gives others hope, is a true leader.” 
Daisaku Ikeda, Japanese peace activist 
 
“The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to do what he wants done, and self-restraint to 
keep from meddling with them while they do it.” 

Leading Inspiration  

Page 6 

finances.  Across the UK, Europe and 
Australasia, universities are facing 
more stringent demands on the part of 
their governments to behave more like 
private companies in their own right.  
This will mean an even greater focus 
on commercialisation. Universities will 
be forced to pay more attention to 
diversifying their income and to their 
third-stream revenue. 
As a result of these pressures as well 
as increasing competition across the 
sector, universities are liberalising.  In 
the US, higher education has long 
been used to market-based pricing for 
degrees.  In India, where 300,000 
students may compete for 5,000 
places in an Indian Institutes of 
Technology (IIT), tuition costs have 
risen steeply over the past decade; the 
UK and Australia are following rapidly. 
While continental Europe has 
traditionally been the most resistant to 
these forces, it will eventually have to 
operate in this marketplace. The 
Karolinska Institute in Sweden, for 
example, is swiftly climbing the ranks 
as one of the most competitive and 
commercially lucrative HE institutions 
across the globe. 
Increased competition means that a 
greater emphasis will be placed on the 
university brand.  Whereas in the past 
the most prestigious universities 

eschewed marketing practices or 
international engagement, they are 
now being forced to measure their 
global footprint.  Top students will no 
longer be deciding between Harvard 
and Princeton - they will be deciding 
between Harvard, Karolinska and 
Cambridge. 
Similarly, where off-shore campuses 
used to be a quick answer for more 
modern, more financially strapped 
universities seeking an extra source of 
income, top-tier universities are now 
increasingly establishing satellite 
institutions.  Whether it is NYU-Abu 
Dhabi or the University of Adelaide’s 
Singapore college, the elite HE 
institutions are recognising the 
importance of engaging with a global 
pool of talent and leadership. 
As a firm, Perrett Laver is one of the 
global leaders in higher education 
search.  We have recently been asked 
to appoint the University of 
Cambridge’s next Vice-Chancellor, and 
we are currently working on projects 
across the UK and Ireland, the Gulf 
states and the Far East.  University 
funding follows major research and as 
liberalisation creates a more level 
playing field and an international pool 
of talent, universities will compete 
more fiercely for the most successful 
researchers and institutional leaders.  
This will further develop a scenario 

where there is greater mobility among 
those elite academics than is even the 
case with the largest private 
enterprises. 
This increased mobility is central to our 
work.  In the past two years we 
appointed Nobel laureate Professor 
Mohan Munasinghe, a Sri Lankan 
previously based in India, to the £25 
million Tesco-University of Manchester 
Sustainable Consumption Institute.  
More recently, the American Dr 
Pamela Hartigan was placed to head 
up the Skoll Centre for Social 
Enterprise at the Said Business School 
in Oxford.  International appointments 
like this are now commonplace; for the 
next generation of academics it will be 
paramount to carry out three-
dimensional, global research in order 
to identify the leaders in a given field. 
 

With the arrival of the BRIC nations, 
the process of increased liberalisation 
and progressively fiercer competition 
will continue.  The traditional reserve of 
academe is giving way and the 
traditional centres of excellence are 
being put to the test as higher 
education develops into one of the 
most dynamic, truly global and vibrant 
sectors there is. 
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The Signium Story 
Writ ten by Col leen Nestor ,  Execut ive Di rector,  Sign ium Internat ional ,  Corporate Off ice 

In this first edition of the Signium 
Navigator newsletter, it seems 
appropriate to provide our audience 
with a brief history of Signium 
International and how we have 
grown and changed in our most 
recent years.   
Signium International is a global 
network of retained executive 
search consultants.  We trace our 
almost 50 years of existence to our 
founder, H. Wardwell Howell, a 
McKinsey consultant who pioneered 
the Executive Search profession 
and formed Ward Howell 
International. The Ward Howell 
International Group was created in 
the early 1970s when the first 
international alliances were forged 
with locally owned Executive Search 
Consultancies respected in their 
country for quality service, market 
understanding and commitment to 
client relationships. 
Throughout our history, our firms 
have been recognized in their 
respective markets, and globally, for 
excellence in understanding client 
needs, including the nuances of 
client culture, management style 
and personal chemistry.  Our global 
structure is unique in that our 
consulting partners, who personally 
conduct all searches, own the firm. 
In 1998, the Executive Search 

industry experienced a mania of 
buying, selling, merging and 
acquisitions.  Industry outsiders and 
public companies changed the face 
of the industry and the largest 
executive search firms joined the 
process with IPO’s of their own.  
Signium’s U.S. affiliate, Ward 
Howell International, was acquired 
by a publicly owned competitor, who 

was in turn acquired by a publicly 
held industry outsider.  Although this 
acquisition resulted in the loss of the 
brand and company name, the 
worldwide owners of the firm 
embarked on a global branding and 
image campaign, realizing that such 
change is also accompanied by 
opportunity. 
Today, we are Signium 
International, a worldwide 
management consulting firm 
specializing in Executive Search 
that bears a significant name and 
identity chosen to transcend 
national and language barriers.  At 
the time of the transition in 1998, 
Signium was reorganized with 
offices in 15 countries.  We have 

since expanded our presence to 28 
countries worldwide, and we 
continue to grow.   In the last two 
years alone, we have added offices 
in the UK, the USA, Mexico, 
Panama, Colombia, Venezuela, 
Singapore, and most recently in 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia 
and Canada. 
Signium’s consultants are 

committed to our global vision, 
which inspires them to be the most 
reputable global executive search 
firm, recognized as preeminent in 
developing partnerships with clients 
and consistently exceed their 
expectations.  Our core values of 
leadership, cohesion and 
entrepreneurial spirit are built upon 
a solid foundation of national and 
multinational expertise and synergy, 
and find us looking forward to a 
dynamic future! 

Lay of the Land  

In 1998, Signium was reorganized with offices in 15 
countries.  We have since expanded our presence to 28 

countries worldwide, and we continue to grow. 
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