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Spurred by technology, the increasingly frenetic pace of business today has created a continuous and exponential demand for senior executives throughout the world. Addressing elements of this demand is a plethora of executive search consultants, recruiters, employment agencies and advertisers offering a range of very different services at significantly different prices. Which service will help you, today's general manager? The hiring executive that fails to grasp the difference in proffered services operates at great risk. He or she may incur significant expenses and - even worse - hire the wrong person. At the senior level, poor selection costs the hiring organization many times more than the executives' compensation. 
How do these services differ? Lower level positions, e.g. clerical, administrative and middle management roles where functional job competency is the most important element, are best served by employment agencies. Agencies match client openings with individuals identified through proprietary or public databases or advertising. They present prospects to clients - with or without interviews - and sometimes perform skill testing and training. A few perform limited background checks. These services are frequently offered on a contingent basis, i.e. the agency receives a fee upon placement. No placement; no fee. It seems simple and fair enough. Unfortunately the lack of payment for services are performed leads to a transactional philosophy and limits the amount of time that the provider is willing to expend. 
For more senior executives, a company should consider retaining an experienced executive search consultant to perform the functions essential to a senior executive hire: Identification, evaluation, closing.
Identification used to be a relatively simple procedure. Prospects were produced from files and personal networks. Now identification is faster, easier and more efficient through the use of electronic databanks. Senior executives are highly visible and everyone knows everyone. Thorough research of target companies within an industry and telephone qualification of the executives identified therein is still the foundation of sound executive research. This process requires diligence, patience, tenacity and a mastery of telephone technique. The search consultant retained by the client and paid as the work progresses can afford to invest the necessary time. A more transaction-oriented contingent recruiter or employment agency cannot. 
Evaluation is where a good search consultant provides the most added value. Unlike employment agencies or contingent recruiters, executive search consultants are usually highly professional, their background typically includes strong academic credentials, significant life experience and a measure of business acumen. As a result they operate as strategic partners - not vendors.
Executive searches are most successful when the consultant gains the respect and confidence of the client through a disciplined approach and a thorough analysis of the clients' business situation. After investing time and energy at the onset of the assignment, client needs are reflected in a comprehensive position specification. Prospects are identified and qualified by telephone, then the best are interviewed in person and measured - not in terms of functional skills alone - but for appropriateness to the clients' environment and culture. Each individual is also matched with the specific clients' tactical and strategic challenges. The ideal executive for a crisis situation or a turnaround may differ sharply from a manager for a successful status quo who must improve performance by increments. A construction industry background will not equip someone to run a dot com. Sometimes the precise requirements of the specification may not be available in the market place or may be limited by the client's compensation or location. Then relevant transferable skills must be weighed and compromises effected.
Search consultants are less concerned with rigid operational competencies. Most senior executives are well educated, intelligent and able to develop or hire skills they lack. The search consultant places greater emphasis on the person. How frequent is the complaint, " we hired him for what he knew; we fired him for what he was."
Neither intelligence nor specific experience is as critical as interpersonal skills, i.e. the ability to work co-operatively and effectively with others - and motivation. A powerful work ethic and a drive for success characterize most successful executives. They demonstrate the ability to communicate well, articulate a vision and lead others in its implementation. Such positive traits are easy to spot. Undesirable traits such as workaholism, undue competitiveness, political manipulation and harsh treatment of subordinates are less obvious. Developing a considered picture of the whole person and predicting future performance is where the search consultants' fees are earned. 
The third function of the search consultant is "closing", surely the essence of recruiting. The ability to identify the best prospects is of little value unless that individual can be persuaded to accept the offer. Who can forget the Apple story? The company's founder Steve Jobs was determined to recruit a reluctant John Scully from Pepsico. A long courtship led to Scully's initial rejection of the position. In response, Jobs issued the ultimate challenge, " Do you want to spend the rest of your life selling sugared water or do you want a chance to change the world?" Successful closure. Another step in Apples' up and down history.
Some of the best executive recruiters are renown for their closing skills. They represent the positions' attractive aspects and align them with the prospects' ambitions and needs in a concise and persuasive manner. On the other hand, convincing someone to take a position that ultimately does not really fit is a mistake. Recalcitrant candidates swayed by extraordinary offers are poor bets for long term employment. 
TBefore final acceptance the executive search consultant performs one other vital task, reference-checking. Throughout the world, increasing legislative protection of individual privacy has brought out the art in reference checking. As many companies forbid disclosure to third parties of any employee information beyond confirmation of dates of employment, these impediments must be overcome by a skilled and discerning search consultant, who can establish rapport with references and interpret subtle positives and negatives. 
In summary, if your employment needs are non-executive, the services of an employment agency or contingent recruiter may be the best approach. It is certainly the most economically attractive. If your business requires the hiring of superior and successful executives, then having a seasoned search consultant as your strategic partner substantially increases your probability of success.
