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Candidate Selection in an Uncertain, Ever-changing Market  
Writ ten by Maurice El let t ,  Managing Partner o f   
Signium Execut ive Search Internat ional (New Zealand ) 

T H E  N AV I G AT O R  
GUIDING  COMPANIES  AND  EXECUTIVES  TOWARDS SUCCESS  

4th Quarter 2009 

At no time in my 35 years as an executive search consultant have I found organisations in greater need 
of executive search services than in the current economic environment.  While the Northern 
Hemisphere is still firmly in the grip of the recession, countries like Australia and New Zealand and 
some others in the Asia Pacific region are experiencing revenue growth, even though margins are not recovering to 
2007 levels.  New Zealand and Australia are starting to experience business growth following the deepest recession 
since the Great Depression of the 1930s.   
 
Companies will take some time to recover the margins that over the past 12 months have been eroded to preserve 
cash flow and stock turns.  Revenue growth will be slow but, barring influence from any aberrations in the recovery in 
the United States, will be continuous and steady.   
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Neighborhood Relations:  Why Austria is an important regional business centr e  
Wri t ten by Vio le t ta  Wi lczek,  Research Consul tant ,  S ign ium Inte rnat ional  (Aust r ia )  

After the recent political and economic changes, can we still call the small Alpine country in Central 
Europe the “island of the blessed“, as the late pope Paul VI once did?  

This nation of 8 million people benefited tremendously for almost a decade from the economic boom 
experienced by its eastern neighbours while the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary and 
Poland all went through periods of rapid economic growth. Austrian banks, industrial groups and service companies 
were some of the first to profit from the European Union Enlargement in 2004. Austria’s familiarity with its eastern 
neighbours, geographic proximity and understanding of its neighbours’ cultures also acted as a magnet for foreign 
companies. Vienna’s favourable location made it an obvious hub for multinationals’ regional headquarters seeking to 
exploit the central and eastern European boom. 

A good infrastructure, excellent standards of living and the ready availability of well-trained and flexible staff were 
influential competitive advantages when it came to doing business in Austria or using the country as a launching pad to 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Candidate Selection in an Uncertain Market that is Moving continued 

      Navigating the Business Landscape 

Restrictions on spending for 
marketing and promotions remain, as 
margins and revenue still do not 
support more liberal spending.  Fixed 
remuneration levels remain static and 
short term incentives do not produce 
offsetting income because budgetary 
hurdles are not being met.   
 
As organisations experience growth 
again, many hiring managers and 
CEOs wrongly believe they can 
readily pick up top quality executive 
talent that has been released into the 
market because the recession has 
necessitated retrenchment and labour 
cost reduction. 
 
Companies advertise executive 
positions themselves and others 
negotiate discount rates with 
advertising and selection service firms 
to trawl the market hoping to find an 
ideal person from the unemployed 
who are looking for work.  
Unfortunately, they find that top talent 
is rarely unemployed.   
 
When the key requirement is just 
labour this methodology has 
advantages, one being that it is cost 
effective.  Through this severe 
recession leaders have seen, some 
for the first time in their careers, the 
true value of having highly talented 
executives leading their companies.  
Believing that the recession will 
disappear, albeit it at a much slower 
rate than its onset, these astute C-
level leaders are prepared to hold out 
for exactly the skill sets, experience 
and performance record they know 
are necessary to ensure they are a 
leading company in the future.  Yes, 
highly talented executives can be 
found.  CEOs who have had 
experience in identifying and then 
measuring the outputs of an 
executive, who has been appointed 
through the executive search process, 
will continue to hire using an external 

executive search firm. 
 
Why an external executive search 
firm?  As a generalisation, 
independent executive search 
consultants are less encumbered by 
the subjectivity and internal politics of 
an organisation and can bring wider 
current experience, intuition and 
access to market intelligence, 
especially as it applies to competitors, 
than internal recruiters.  The 

contractual relationship enables 
companies to push to get the very 
best appointment without 
compromise, something which is not 
easy to do with an internal, collegial 
relationship. 
 
In this market where few companies 
are hiring, what is the value of the 
executive search consultant?  The 
breadth of experience in business, 
knowledge of the organisational 
structures of businesses, and of the 
competencies conducive for success, 
all position the Consultant as an 
objective, astute, knowledgeable 
business advisor to the head of 
Human Resources and to C-level 
executives.   
 
Executive search consultants are 
guilty of underselling themselves and 
what they have to offer.  As one 
Chairman of a US corporation said at 
a Signium International conference, “If 
you charged for the advice you 
provided in undertaking a search and 
not for the recruitment you guys would 
make a heap more money.”  Too often 
the focus is on the search and hiring 
process and not enough on the 
consulting and the support provided to 
the hiring executive partner and the 
needs that he or she has for advice, 
especially from a Consultant with a 
lifetime of experience, knowledge and 

intuition. 
 
In today’s market how do senior 
executives react to the compensation 
constraints placed on them?  
Executives must either change their 
position or wait until the economy 
enables their organisation to lift its 
financial performance, a factor which 
enhances the compensation directly 
or indirectly.  Although wary of 
changing positions, executives are 
now showing an inclination to 
compromise their income and benefits 
for a position that will lead to greater, 
long-term career opportunities, if 
necessary relocating to another city.   
Longer term thinking is being applied 
more and more.  
 
The initial reaction of executives to an 
approach by an executive search 
consultant is curiosity with a cautious, 
if not negative, mindset.  Security of 
employment is still a primary driver for 
candidates so hiring managers or their 
agents must address and understand 
the level of security of a position and 
represent it accurately and honestly to 
the candidate. 
 
What are the other challenges in 
moving executives in this uncertain, 
but potentially stimulating market?  At 
no time in the past has the 
employment brand and the efforts of 
companies to work hard in the hiring 
process been more critical in the 
hiring of top talent.  Companies know 
how essential hiring the very best is 
and they will know, or soon realise, 
that the smart players in the market 
are pulling the “A talent” into their 
organisations. 
 
Executive Search consultants, astute 
in discerning executives and 
knowledgeable of the drivers and 
ingredients of successful businesses 
contribute very successfully to the 
value and performance of 
organisations. �  
 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Unfortunately, they find that top 
talent is rarely unemployed. 



 

33 3 

Page 3 

World Atlas 

Neighborhood Relations continued 

its high-growth neighbours. Vienna has 
surpassed Zurich as the world’s 
leading city in quality of life, according 
to the Mercer 2009 Quality of Living 
Survey. 

As the central European business story 
developed, Austrian entrepreneurs 
ventured further afield, into south-
eastern Europe, the western Balkans, 
and even Russia and Ukraine, 
indirectly increasing Austria’s own 
attraction as a business centre.  

However, there are currently two 
significant risk factors that could be 
particularly damaging to the Austrian 
economy – its high dependence on the 
automotive industry and, paradoxically, 
its strong exposure to central and 
Eastern Europe. The sharp decline in 
demand for new cars in Europe is 
hitting Austria particularly hard and has 
caused an increase in the country’s 
very low unemployment rate. Austrian 
companies have already witnessed a 
considerable drop in business levels 
with Hungary as well as with car 
factories in Slovakia and Czech 
Republic.  

In spite of this transition in the Austrian 
economy, there are some very 
convincing reasons to consider doing 
business in Austria. Industrial wages 
are still lower than in Germany, making 
Austrian companies competitive in the 
region, and the unemployment rate is 
expected to stay well below the EU 
average. Sharp cuts in corporate taxes 
in 2005 also helped to increase 
Austria’s appeal as a business 
location. Moreover, the Austrian 
economy has experienced an increase 
in spending on Research & 
Development triggered by the 
government. As a consequence of 
these measures some significant 
corporate relocations have taken 
place. Siemens of Germany, for 
example, moved their competence 

centre for automotive electronics from 
Munich to Villach in southern Austria.  

In a time when companies seek to 
minimize risk and gain stability in their 
business relations, Austria provides a 
clear advantage for those companies 
which are traditionally based in other 
western European countries and look 
to further develop their eastern 
European, Balkan and Russian 
markets. But as in any international 
expansion project, executives need to 
keep the cultural peculiarities of each 
country in mind as they can often make 
the difference between success and 
failure in doing business in that region. 
 
Austrian “coziness” and a unique 
way of doing business - the 
intercultural aspects 

When doing business in Austria the 
first point to consider is that Austria 
has a proud and distinct cultural and 
historical identity of its own, and 
holdovers from the former Austro-
Hungarian Empire are everywhere. 

Austrians will very often go out of their 
way to achieve their goals. If you want 
to do business with Austrians you must 
first establish a solid personal 
relationship with your business 
partners. This initial step is very 
important to Austrians as they will 
invent as many good excuses as 
necessary to avoid conflict. And if there 
is conflict, it will be hard for the 
Austrian to show or openly admit the 
true reason, size or implications of the 
conflict. A sound personal relationship 
will help overcome this potential 
obstacle – allowing one to correctly 
address any problems that arise.  
Austrians are also often very indirect in 
their communication, which can lead to 
misunderstandings if that trust base is 
not well-established before 
commencing business relations.  
They tend towards a heavy use of 
flattery and one often comes across 
phrases such as Gnädige Frau 

(gracious madam) and Küss die Hand 
(kiss your hand). While these may 
seem over the top or from another 
century, they are very much a part of 
the communication that garners trust, 
and for success are indispensable! 
 

It is often said that Austrians are “light-
footed like dancing boxers”, showing 
off or being theatrical rather than 
presenting the facts in a business 
meetings. However these dramatics 
often translate into an impressive 
capacity for improvisation, even if they 
don’t always follow through on their 
plans forcefully enough. Many tend to 
ignore deadlines; they might well try to 
squeeze something extra into a 
schedule, or do two or three things 
simultaneously. When successful they 
like to celebrate achievements and are 
happy to organize the event 
themselves. Feedback is important to 
them and they tend to pay a lot of 
attention to it.  

 
Use of titles is still very important in 
business relations and in internal 
hierarchies in Austrian companies. 
When you know your partner is a 
professor, you don’t even have to know 
the exact name as they are often 
addressed as solely Herr Professor. 
Management stresses a clearly defined 
hierarchy more than anyone else. This 
is also the case in the public 
administration. 
 
Whether looking to buy into an 
Austrian company or just establish a 
business partnership one must not 
forget that personal relationships within 
the company are critical in the 
operations’ success. Discussing plans 
over a cup of coffee - or several cups 
of coffee - and regular visits to the 
Heuriger (wine-taverns) with the whole 
team are just as important in your 
business dealings as the numbers and 
analysis of any deal.  �  

(Continued from page 1) 
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First of all, I would like to say thank 
you for asking such an important 
question. In response, I would also like 
to expand upon this topic to include all 
aspects of LinkedIn relationship 
building and networking. This article is 
an essential read for those in full-time 
positions as well as those in transition. 
 
Status Update  
 
There are mixed opinions on whether 
your Status should announce that you 
are currently in transition. However, 
before we consider the debate, 
remember that when you update your 
profile to match your current 
employment status, all of your 
connections will be notified via the 
news feed. For example, a former 
colleague of mine changed their job to 
another company and told me that she 
received three messages of 
congratulations the following day. 
Perhaps connections will see you 
change your profile information and 
get in contact? Therefore, if you want 
to inform all of your contacts of your 
employment status, this could be a 
good way to get the news out. 
 
TIP: This setting can be adjusted by 
going to Account & Settings > Member 
Feed Options and selecting hidden. 
Then you can change it back a day or 
two after you have made the change if 
you want future updates to be visible. 
 
Your Status is also a Profile 
Headline  
 
Due to the color and location of the 
status bar, it is often the first thing 
people see when they look at your 
profile, so rather than just updating 
your connections, your status will be 
seen by anyone visiting your profile 

(you can prevent this by clearing your 
status a few hours or a day after you 
have posted it). As you may have 
seen, many profiles read ‘Senior 
executive looking for my next 
opportunity in [industry/function]’. 
While many argue that this is a good 
way to broadcast that you are 
available, at a senior level this does 
not enhance your personal brand or 
even increase your chances of 
securing a position. With regard to the 
primary target audience - executive 
recruiters - employment status plays a 
secondary factor in their search for the 
top talent. They will contact you 
whether you are employed or not. 
 
Social Networking is Dynamic  
 
The best way to use the status update 
feature is to include a link once or 
twice a week to an interesting article 
you have read, or even better, that you 
have written yourself. While this may 
not automatically let people know you 
are looking for a position, it will 
definitely bring you to their attention. If 
your profile is compelling and they 
know of an open position, the 
likelihood is that they will contact you 
regardless of your employment status. 
 
A few examples: James Smith is 
attending the Annual I.T. Industry 
convention about the future of social 
networking and VOIP [link] 
 
Rachel Taylor just read a great 
whitepaper on networking available 
here [link]. Let me know what you 
think. 
 
TIP: If the link is too long, shorten it 
with www.bit.ly. Simply visit www.bit.ly, 
put the website address in the form, 
then copy the www.bit.ly address that 

it gives you and paste it into your 
status alongside your message. 
 
Targeted Networking  
 
Letting everyone in your network and 
LinkedIn know that you are in 
transition is not particularly beneficial 
and if overdone, can have a negative 
effect on your job search. The real 
power of LinkedIn is in targeted 
networking. Search out those decision 
makers in your connections; fellow 
industry professionals, executive 
search professionals, and close 
friends. Re-build relationships by 
simply writing a message such as 
‘How is everything going in (location)? 
We have not spoke for ages, do you 
fancy a coffee sometime?’ or ‘I am in 
the area next week, fancy meeting?’ 
This may seem elementary but I just 
want to point out how open most 
people on LinkedIn are to building 
relationships outside of the virtual 
world.  
 
TIP: Exchanging or posting email 
addresses or telephone numbers, and 
offering to go for a coffee should be 
done in private messages. 

(Continued on page 5) 

Career Mapping  

Ask the Expert:  Using Social Networks When In An Active Job Search 
The AESC’s Christian Pielow discusses how senior executives can use social 
networks most effectively when in an active job search 

 

BlueSteps is an exclusive service 
of the Association of Executive 
Search Consultants, the worldwide 
association for retained executive 
search firms.   Confidentiality is a 
cornerstone of AESC’s mission. 
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Career Mapping  

 
Group Discussions  
 
Another important aspect to LinkedIn 
is the Groups feature. Whether you 
are in transition or not, every 
executive should join industry specific 
and executive networking groups. 
Contribute to, and start discussions. 
Demonstrate your thought leadership 
and connect with like-minded 
executives and recruiters. Build 
relationships and then mention that 
you are in transition and looking for 
opportunities. Always remember 
networking is a two way process. 
Going back to the status update, it is a 
very one way communication tool 
(unless you invite discussion through 
an interesting statement or link to 
something interesting).  
 
Promoting versus Networking  
 
Finally, senior executives should not 
post in groups or discussions 
comments such as ‘Senior executive 
looking for position in [location/
industry], please contact me via email 
or telephone’. While one or two 
people may have found a job this way, 
to the majority of executive recruiters 

and professionals open to networking, 
this sets off alarm bells. It sends out a 
message that you are not using social 
networks to connect, help others, 
learn, develop and discuss, but 
instead are just there to get your next 
job. For other executives, this 
suggests nothing in return when 
building relationships, while for 
executive recruiters it does not appear 
that this is an accomplished senior 
executive selectively searching for 
that perfect match. Instead, this 
creates the image of an executive 
who is in a rush to find their next 
opportunity and is open to anything 
(while this is probably not the case, 
unfortunately that is the image that is 
produced).  
 
To make this clearer: would you turn 
up to a networking event and 
immediately announce that you are an 
financial services executive with 10 
years experience looking for 
opportunities in Asia, then broadcast 
your personal email address? No. 
Online networking is very similar to in 
person networking; it is about equally 
balanced relationships. The value-add 
for each person must be matched. 
 

Social Networks are Great!  
 
Do not be alarmed by these simple 
rules of social engagement. Although 
your personal brand requires careful 
management, social networking offers 
excellent opportunities to connect with 
interesting and successful executives 
and search consultants. If you enjoy 
building relationships (and who 
doesn’t?), the rest will follow." �  

Leading Inspiration  

“My grandfather once told me that there were two ki nds of people: those who do the work and those who take 
the credit. He told me to try to be in the first gr oup. There is much less competition.” 
Indira Gandhi 
 
“Sometimes it is better to lose and do the right th ing than to win and do the wrong thing.” 
Tony Blair  
 
"Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, comm itted people can change the world. Indeed, it is th e only 
thing that ever has."  
Margaret Meade 

Ask the Expert continued  
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Lay of the Land  

Local Knowledge and Global Reach are Keys to Multi - Border Executive Searches 
Writ ten by Glenn Anderson,  Senior Managing Director ,  Tyler  & Company,  Cleveland,  USA 

When it comes to determining which 
search firm to retain for high-level 
executive positions in multiple 
international locations, a few 
fundamental criteria should come to 
mind. Aside from having executive 
search experience in the product/
service line and industry; chemistry 
with the hiring partner and team; and 
a history of success in placements, 
companies also should investigate 
how the gears of the search firm churn 
by way of local knowledge and global 
reach. Let’s take a look at how senior-
level executives were placed for a 
$180 million a year global business 
that manufactures engineered 
automatic systems and equipment for 
metal forming, recycling and solid 
waste processing – Mayfran 
International.  
 
Mayfran Chairman and CEO J. 
D. Sullivan hired Signium 
International through its office in 
Cleveland, Ohio, USA, to locate 
a chief operating officer for its 
North American business. During 
this process, Sullivan asked Signium 
to also recruit a managing director to 
lead its European business. While the 
head of the Cleveland office, Glenn 
Anderson, Jr., brought sector 
expertise and a successful track 
record to the project, Sullivan also got 
the strength and resources of an 
additional 44 Signium offices 
worldwide. 
 
“We like the service level Signium 
provides, as well as the fact that their 
international footprint allows us to 
have a coordinated approach to our 
needs since we have a large 
international footprint as well,” Sullivan 
says.   
 
 
For local knowledge and 
maneuvering, Anderson enlisted 

Angela Westdorf, a partner with 
Signium International’s Düsseldorf 
office in Germany, to conduct the 
search. Having worked with Westdorf 
on previous projects, Anderson says, 
“I’m very comfortable working under 
the Signium structure with Angela 
because I know her so well.”    
 
Mayfran, like all Signium clients, relies 
on the consortium’s high-touch, high-
involvement approach to successfully 
place qualified executives. With 
experience in virtually every sector, 
clients can count on specific industry 
expertise that Signium partners bring 
to the table as well as their local 
geographic market knowledge. “In this 
case, Mayfran also was relying on 
Angela to advise them on the 

appropriate compensation for the 
candidate in that part of the world,” 
Anderson says. 
 
During the process, Westdorf’s market 
knowledge and hands-on approach 
proved invaluable in compensation 
discussions with Mayfran and in 
keeping the other candidates 
motivated when the first selection 
rejected an offer for another position.  
 
“What made us successful,” Westdorf 
emphasizes, “was persistence. We 
always maintained a very close 
relationship with the candidates and 
the client in order to moderate the 
process. Mayfran trusts our opinion as 
consultants and always contacted me 
when they were in doubt about a 
candidate or when they wanted to 
discuss something about the 

candidate. Or, 
when they weren’t 
sure how to react 
to something the 
candidate said. It 
was very much on 
mutual terms, and 
they very much 
appreciated our 
input.” 
 
While the time to placement was 
delayed due to the elimination of 
Mayfran’s first choice, generally it’s 
not clients’ top concern. “Cycle time is 
important, but it’s less important than 
getting the right person in the job,” 
Anderson says. 
 
And how does Signium assure that? 

Anderson claims, “It’s through 
integrity, transparency and 
outstanding placements.” 
 
Mayfran International has 
engaged Signium four times 
since 2002, and it will continue 
to rely on Signium in the future. 

“We like the fact that we can have a 
distributed effort with the centralized 
account management that Signium 
provides us,” Sullivan says. 
 
This intra-regional cooperation 
between Signium partners is a 
testament of the network’s strength. 
And as more and more midsized and 
privately held companies launch 
global operations, Signium 
International is proving itself well-
equipped to recruit top executive 
talent in every hemisphere.  
 
Reach any of Signium’s more than 
150 consultants by contacting our 
Corporate Headquarters in Chicago at 
+1 (312) 564 5890. Or visit us at 
www.signium.com.  �  

With experience in virtually every sector, 
clients can count on specific industry 

expertise that Signium partners bring to 
the table as well as their local geographic 

market knowledge.  
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A Global Gathering 
Writ ten by Col leen Nestor ,  Execut ive Di rector,  Sign ium Internat ional ,  Corporate Off ice 

Each year Signium colleagues from all parts of the 
world gather in a location hosted by a Signium 
office to discuss trends in the executive search 
industry, to share best practices for better serving 
their clients, and to discuss the Signium’s global 
strategy.  This year, the Chairman of Signium 
International, Ignacio Bao, hosted the colleagues 
in his home country of Spain. 
 
Throughout the business meeting, there seemed 
to be consensus that world economies, along with 
the executive search industry, will be on the road 
to recovery over the next year, although at 
different rates depending on the region.  Signium 
Partners and Consultants discussed the 
opportunities and challenges faced by individual 
industries through the various International 
Practice Groups the firm has in place, including 
Board Services, Financial Services, Life Sciences, 
Industrial, Consumer Goods, and Professional 
Services.    The group also took a look 10-15 
years into the future through a facilitated 
discussion with Michael Rosenberg of the IESE, a 
top business university located in Spain, to discuss 
how to best satisfy the new and emerging needs 
of their clients. 

 
This year’s attendance was the highest in 10 years, primarily due to the addition of new offices in the past year, 
including Colombia, Venezuela, United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, India, Singapore, Canada, and the newest office 
admitted just recently to the group, Denmark. 
The Signium Annual Global Meeting enables the colleagues to continue to provide the highest level of professional 
service, and it also gives them the ability to reunite each year and create new friendships and business opportunities.  
The group is already looking forward to gathering in the Down Under next year when the meeting will be hosted by 
Allan Marks and Stephen Lennard of Signium’s Australia office.  �  

Lay of the Land  

T H E  N A V I G A T O R  
GUIDING  COMPANIES  AND  EXECUTIVES  TOWARDS SUCCESS  

 
Contact navigator@signium.com with any comments or questions. 

 
Visit our website at www.signium.com. 

 

Corporate Office 
150 N. Wacker Drive 

Suite 1040 
Chicago, Illinois 60606 

USA 


