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Looking beyond the resume

to secure the right executive



Too often, a search for transformational technology leadership

begins with automation and ends with abstraction. What should

be a thoughtful, strategic process has become dangerously

over-mechanized.

The result is a highly efficient process for surfacing qualified

candidates, at least on paper.

But hiring a technology executive is not simply a logistical

operation, and candidates are not collections of credentials.

Behind every profile is a person with a story, and the best

recruiters know that identifying great technology leadership

talent requires something far more nuanced than matching

keywords.

Executive recruiting, especially in the realm of technology

leadership, demands a fresh way of thinking.

Rethinking the search for 

Technology Leadership



Who?

Who can guide your organization through the next
wave of disruption?

Who can rally teams around a digital vision?

Who can translate between technology, business, and
the boardroom?

The right technology leader meets the requirements on paper and

embodies the mission in practice. But finding the best means

stepping away from the map and leaning into the mission.



Look Beyond
the Map
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The Allure and Limits of Talent Mapping
In the context of technology leadership, talent mapping can be useful.

It allows organizations to anticipate digital succession needs, benchmark

internal talent against peers in the market, and understand how

competitors are structuring their IT and digital teams. CIOs, CTOs, and

CISOs often appear on these maps alongside key deputies – VPs of

Engineering, Heads of Architecture, Directors of Product, and other critical

roles that make up the backbone of the enterprise.

These tools are typically built from quantifiable data, titles, tenures,

employer reputation, academic background, certifications, and reporting

structures. But none of these data points truly capture how a technology

leader thinks, builds teams, earns trust, handles ambiguity, or drives

transformation in demanding environments.

On paper, they appear equivalent. In practice, they are entirely different

leaders.

This is where recruiters must apply discernment.



People, Not Patterns
In the search for exceptional leaders, recruiters must resist the tendency

to over-index on credentials and linearity.

The path to senior IT leadership is rarely straightforward.

Many of today’s most effective technology leaders did not follow a

prescribed route. Some began in engineering or product management,

others in business operations or consulting. Still others transitioned from

adjacent disciplines, gaining their edge from a cross-functional

perspective. These diverse paths often include career pivots, industry

changes, entrepreneurial ventures, or even time away from the workforce

for personal reasons.



Conversely, when recruiters take the time to

uncover the person behind the profile, they

often discover hidden gems, those whose

journeys have shaped them in powerful ways

that traditional metrics cannot measure.

Recruiting top-tier technology talent starts

with understanding the full arc of a

candidate’s career. It involves identifying

patterns in their experience, recognizing how

those patterns relate to the challenges ahead,

and focusing on their potential to grow into

what’s next.

Look Beyond the Profile

What Traditional Filters Miss
Traditional filters and pattern recognition tools can

easily overlook such candidates because they do not

conform to expected timelines or titles. But it is

precisely these experiences that develop the kind of

adaptable, people-centered, and forward-thinking

leaders organizations need.

When recruiters prioritize pattern-matching over

person-mapping, they risk filling roles with those who

look right on paper but lack the range, self-

awareness, or strategic capability to lead in

complexity.



The rate of technological advancement is putting pressure on

organizations to modernize infrastructure, build digital resilience, and

capitalize on emerging technologies.

This means hiring technology leaders who can anticipate what’s next.

Yet, the most important leadership attributes, such as change

management, emotional intelligence, strategic agility, and influence across

cross-functional teams, are difficult to measure through traditional

screening. 

Human insight fills this gap.

Human Insight Fills the Gap



Great recruiters understand context and listen for what drives a candidate,

how they describe their teams, how they respond to complexity, and how

they’ve evolved through past challenges.

These human markers are especially crucial when hiring for roles that sit at

the intersection of business and technology.

A CTO who transformed a legacy bank’s digital infrastructure will speak

very differently from one who scaled a product-first startup. A CIO who

worked in a regulated healthcare environment brings a different lens from

one who ran technology at a retail chain.

Both may be strong leaders, but only one may be right for your culture and

operating environment.

It is the recruiter’s ability to probe for this nuance that makes the

difference.

Understanding the person behind the résumé is only the beginning. The

organization must then run a process that reflects the importance of the

hire and gives the right leader a reason to remain engaged.

Beneath the Surface
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Interview
Intentionally



Most companies say they are competing for technology leadership
talent. Far fewer behave that way once the interview process begins.

At the CIO, CTO, CISO, and senior technology leadership level, the
strongest candidates are rarely waiting on the sidelines. They are
leading transformation programs, advising CEOs and boards, managing
enterprise risk, scaling teams, and making decisions that affect revenue,
resilience, and valuation. Many are successful where they are, well-
compensated, and selective about what would justify a move.

That changes the nature of the interview process. The company is not
simply deciding whether a candidate is qualified. The candidate is also
deciding whether the opportunity is compelling enough, credible
enough, and aligned enough to warrant serious consideration.

When an interview process is disciplined, it signals alignment. When it is
slow, unclear, overly transactional, or constantly changing, it signals
something else. Strong candidates notice the difference.

The Interview Goes Both Ways



Most companies are immediately thinking...

‘Is this person right for us?’

‘Are we right for them?’
when really they should also be looking at it the other way: 



Companies often assume they can use the early interview rounds to screen

candidates and then begin selling the opportunity once they know who they

like. That approach may work in some hiring environments, but it is risky in

executive search.

By the time a company decides it wants a candidate, the candidate may have

already formed a view of the company. They may have decided the

opportunity feels unclear, the leadership team seems misaligned, or the

process lacks urgency.

In many cases, the candidate will not say that directly. They will simply

become less responsive, less enthusiastic, or less willing to lean into the next

step.

Senior technology executives are listening closely from the first conversation.

They want to understand the business problem behind the hire, whether

technology has a true seat at the strategic table, whether the CEO is aligned

with the mandate, and whether the board supports the direction. They are

also trying to determine whether the organization is prepared for the kind of

leader it says it wants.

Evaluation Starts on Both Sides



The best executive candidates are often not actively pursuing a move.

They may be open to the right conversation, but openness should not be

confused with urgency.

A senior leader will not be pulled into a process by a title alone. They also

will not stay engaged if the company treats the early stages as a one-way

evaluation.

This is where many companies miss an opportunity. They spend the first

few conversations testing the candidate’s background, probing for gaps,

and determining whether the executive has the right experience. Those

are legitimate parts of the process. But if the candidate leaves the

conversation without a stronger understanding of why the opportunity

matters, the company has failed to advance the relationship.

Every executive interview process should include leaders who can

articulate the strategic, cultural, and business case for why the opportunity

matters.

Selling the Opportunity Cannot Wait



The Interview Plan Is Strategic
An interview process reveals more than most companies realize.

Candidates are not only listening to what leaders say about the

organization. They are watching how the organization behaves.

A disciplined process tells a candidate that the company

understands the importance of the hire. It suggests that decision

makers are aligned, the mandate is understood, and the

organization knows how to move with purpose. An undisciplined

process suggests the opposite.

When interview panels change repeatedly, when new decision

makers appear late, when feedback is vague, or when

scheduling drags without explanation, candidates begin to

question what is happening inside the organization.

The Mandate Makes the Move
The right people need to be involved early enough to

communicate where the business is going, why the role exists,

what technology is expected to enable, and what kind of impact

the next leader can have.

At the executive level, candidates do not move or a job

description. They move for a mandate. They move because they

believe they can solve a consequential problem, help shape the

future of the business, or join a leadership team with the

conviction to execute. That story has to be clear from the

beginning.



Define the Team Before the Search
That is why the interview team needs to be defined before candidates

enter the process. The organization should know who needs to be

involved, who is providing input, who has veto authority, who owns the

final decision, and what each interviewer is expected to assess or

communicate.

Those questions should not be discovered halfway through the process.

The problem is not rigor. The problem is improvisation. When the process

changes late, the candidate experience changes with it.

The interview plan is
not administrative. 
It is strategic.

President & Managing Partner

Joe Gross



In executive search, time changes perception.

A company may believe it is being thorough, while a candidate

experiences hesitation. A company may believe it is coordinating

calendars, while a candidate sees lack of urgency. A company may believe

it is building consensus, while a candidate senses misalignment.

If a process loses momentum, another opportunity can become more

attractive simply because it is better managed.

This is where companies underestimate the cost of delay. The cost is not

only an empty seat. It is the erosion of candidate enthusiasm.

For technology leadership roles, delay can also create a false read on the

market. Companies may assume they need more candidates when the

real issue is that the process has not been prepared to convert the right

candidates.

In many searches, strong candidates emerge early. The question is

whether the organization is ready to move with discipline when they do.

Delay Changes Perception
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Create Clarity
on Both Sides



The best processes create clarity on both sides. The company becomes

more confident in the candidate. The candidate becomes more confident in

the company. Both sides are testing fit, but both sides are also building

conviction.

When that does not happen, the process becomes transactional. And

transactional processes rarely produce transformational hires.

Executive search is often misunderstood as a sourcing exercise. Producing a

slate of impressive resumes or recognizable company names is not enough.

The goal is to understand the mandate and identify leaders who can succeed

in that specific environment.

Context matters. Mandate matters. Culture matters. Timing matters.

The search partner’s role is to understand those variables and help both

sides navigate them. That means interviewing stakeholders, identifying

decision dynamics, testing candidate interest, surfacing market feedback,

and helping the client understand where the strongest alignment exists.

It also means helping companies avoid process mistakes that can cost them

the candidates they most want to hire.

Clarity Creates Conviction



What Great Recruiters Do Differently

They develop deep domain fluency.
Top recruiters stay fluent in the technologies, business models, and trends that
shape the industries they serve. They understand what it means to lead cloud
modernization, implement AI strategies, or build data governance frameworks.

Great recruiters don’t show up only when a role opens. They invest in
relationships years in advance, gaining insight into a candidate’s evolution,
values, and aspirations.

Instead of asking for accomplishments alone, they inquire about context. What
constraints did you face? What did you learn? What would you do differently?
These questions help uncover character and judgment.

They serve as trusted advisors to both the candidate and the client, helping
frame expectations, manage trade-offs, and align visions on both ends.

The best recruiters understand that great leaders are not just those who have
done the job, but those who can grow into it. They help clients see beyond
experience and toward capability.

They explore the story behind the résumé.

They build long-term relationships with candidates.

They coach and counsel both sides.

They champion potential as well as performance.



A map can tell you where a candidate has been. It can suggest how

they compare to others in the same function. But it will never tell

you what drives them, what kind of leader they are under pressure,

or how they will shape the culture around them.

To make the right technology leadership hire, you must go beyond

the map.

You must explore the person.

You must listen to their journey, understand their values, and assess

their fit not just for today, but for the road ahead.

Because the best CIOs, CTOs, and digital executives are not

discovered in data alone. They are revealed through insight,

through engagement, and through the kind of human

understanding that only a great recruiter can deliver.

Final Thought: 
Look Beyond the Map
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