Beyond the Executive CV

Idea In Short

Treat the executive CV as a screening document, not as evidence of future performance.
Boards and search committees should test each senior candidate on four points: the
decisions behind the achievements, the complexity of the environments where results were
delivered, the quality of strategic judgment under incomplete information, and the ability to
influence people who do not report to them. Ask for the problem, the alternatives rejected,
the resistance met and the measurable change, then confirm the account through structured
interviews and reference conversations with several sources. For board roles, add evidence
of oversight judgment and independence from operations. Executives should lead with
decisions, outcomes, context and setbacks instead of lists of responsibilities.

A senior executive's CV lists employers, positions and responsibilities. It does not show how
that person thinks, makes hard decisions, influences stakeholders or creates value in an
unfamiliar environment. Boards and search committees need a different question. Having
done the job before matters less than producing the right outcomes in the organization now
making the offer. Appointments at this level rarely rest on credentials alone. They rest on
evidence of judgment, strategic impact, leadership maturity, transformation capability and
the ability to work with different stakeholders.

The CV is only the starting point

Most credible senior candidates already arrive with an impressive record. They have worked
for respected organizations, led sizeable teams, managed complex transformations or
delivered significant commercial results. A search committee therefore gains little from
simply identifying a strong career history. The harder task is to separate candidates whose
experience looks strong on paper from those likely to perform in the specific context of the
appointment. A CV is designed to summarize a career. A selection process has a different
purpose, which is to reduce uncertainty around a future decision. That means learning what
a candidate actually changed and how the candidate approached difficult situations. It also
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means learning what the candidate took away and how those lessons fit the organization's
current priorities.

What search committees want to know

Decision-makers evaluating a senior candidate usually try to answer a small number of

questions:

Can this person deal with the level of complexity we face?

Can they make sound decisions when the information is incomplete?

Have they led through meaningful change rather than only taking part in it?

Can they influence people who do not report to them?

Will they be credible with a board, investors, customers, employees and other
stakeholders?

Job titles answer none of these questions well. They only hint. A committee that relies on
titles alone will hear the same labels from many candidates and learn little about the work
behind them.

Why titles hide different challenges

Consider two executives who have both held the title of Chief Transformation Officer. One
may have inherited a program that was already well established, with a funded roadmap and
an aligned leadership team. The other may have joined an organization where the operating
model, the technology landscape and the leadership alignment all had to change at the same
time. The title is the same. The leadership challenge is not. A committee that asks only about
the title will treat these two careers as equivalent, while a committee that asks about starting

conditions will see the difference immediately.

From responsibilities to demonstrable impact

One of the most useful distinctions in executive assessment separates responsibility from
impact. A statement that a candidate "led a digital transformation" gives limited information.
A stronger account explains what problem the transformation was meant to solve, what
decisions the executive made, what resistance the executive met and what changed as a
result. The same logic applies to commercial leadership. "Managed a €100 million portfolio"
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is a fact. It gains meaning when the candidate explains how the portfolio was reshaped and
where growth came from. The candidate should also name the trade-offs and the
measurable value created.

Committees can test these accounts with structured interviews. The U.S. Office of
Personnel Management [OPM] describes a structured interview as one with set rules for
eliciting, observing and evaluating responses. Those rules limit the discretion of the
interviewer. OPM also reports that more structure brings higher validity and rater reliability.1
Applied to executive hiring, this means asking every finalist the same core questions about
problems, decisions and results, then scoring the answers against agreed criteria. The
numbers on a CV matter, but the story behind the numbers matters as well, and a consistent
method makes that story easier to compare.

Strategic judgment at the top

As a role rises in level, technical competence becomes one part of the equation. Senior
leaders make choices that affect the whole organization. They decide where to invest and
which markets to enter. They choose which capabilities to build internally and what to
outsource. They also judge when to change the operating model and how fast to pursue a
new technology. Good strategic judgment does not mean having the right answer every
time. It means understanding the trade-offs and knowing when a decision needs to be
revisited.

For this reason, committees should explore how a candidate reaches decisions. Useful
qguestions include:

Which alternatives did you consider

What did you choose not to do

What happened when the original plan met reality

How did you respond
Answers to these questions often reveal more about leadership capability than another page

of career history. A candidate who can describe the options rejected, and why, shows a
different quality of thinking from one who describes only the option that worked.

Board readiness differs from executive readiness
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A board appointment adds another layer of judgment. A successful executive is used to
working inside the organization and driving execution. A director carries a different
responsibility, which covers oversight, challenge, stewardship and long-term value creation.
Journal of Accountancy reporting on guidance from the National Association of Corporate
Directors [NACD] says the board observes and advises while management acts. It attributes
the phrase "nose in, fingers out" to NACD founding president John Nash.2 A candidate with
an exceptional operating record may still need to show how they think as a director.

Evidence of governance judgment

Board candidates must show that they can step back from operational ownership without
losing commercial relevance. They need to ask difficult questions, challenge management
constructively and weigh the interests of the wider organization. Search committees should
therefore look for evidence of governance judgment, independence of thought, awareness
of stakeholders and the ability to contribute without crossing the line into management. A
former chief executive who still wants to fix the problem personally may struggle in a seat
that rewards questions over answers. A committee can probe this by asking about a time the
candidate backed a decision they would have made differently. It should then ask how the
candidate voiced the disagreement.

Leadership narrative and positioning

Senior executives stand close to their own experience. That makes it hard for them to
explain their value clearly. A career may hold years of achievements. Not every one matters
equally to the next opportunity. Effective positioning brings the most important evidence
forward and gives it context. This does not mean making a candidate appear different from
who they are. It means making the link between their experience and the organization's
needs easier to see.

A strong leadership narrative answers three questions:
1. What have | accomplished?
2. How did | accomplish it?

3. Why does that experience matter for the challenge ahead?

When those questions have clear answers, the CV becomes more than a chronology. It
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becomes an entry point into a deeper conversation about leadership.

Looking beyond credentials

Organizations making senior appointments should resist treating credentials as a proxy for
future performance. Credentials still matter, because experience in a relevant market, scale
of responsibility and professional expertise count for something. They deserve weight
alongside adaptability, judgment, leadership behavior and the ability to produce results in a
particular organizational context. Reference conversations are especially valuable here.
Instead of asking only whether a candidate performed well, a committee can explore
behavior under pressure. It can ask how the person handled disagreement, developed other
leaders and responded when circumstances changed.

Research on chief executive succession shows why context decides the fit. Harvard
Business School professor Joseph Bower argues that succession should run as a multiyear
process. The board contributes independent assessment, informed suggestions and
eventually a choice. Bower favors the "inside outsider" who knows the company yet keeps
enough distance to see what must change. He also notes that going outside may be
essential when ethical lapses seem embedded in the culture.3 The best assessment process
combines evidence from several sources instead of relying on one polished document or

one strong interview.

How executives can show their value

Executives can also improve how they present their experience. Instead of describing every
responsibility, they should focus on the decisions and outcomes that demonstrate
leadership. Where possible, they should quantify impact and explain the circumstances in
which it was achieved. Range helps as well. A leader who has delivered growth, managed
transformation, handled difficult stakeholders and developed future leaders presents a fuller
picture. A profile built on a single dimension offers less.

Most important, executives should be ready to discuss what did not go to plan. Senior

leadership is not a record of perfect decisions. A clear account of setbacks, lessons and
course corrections gives a committee direct evidence of maturity and judgment.

The future of executive selection

Think Insights - thinkinsights.net -5-



As organizations grow more complex, senior hiring is likely to move away from matching job
descriptions line by line. It will turn toward understanding leadership capability in context.
Technology can make it easier to compare career histories, identify patterns and organize
candidate information. It cannot remove the need for human judgment. Boards and search
committees still have to understand how a person thinks and leads. They must also judge
whether the person can create value in the environment ahead. The strongest selection
processes will combine structured assessment with deeper conversations about judgment,
impact and context.

* 1Structured interviews
e 2How corporate boards can forge healthy relationships with managers
e 3Growing CEOs from the inside

Summary

A CV records where a leader has been, while the appointment decision depends on where
that experience can take the organization next. Senior selection works best when
committees look behind titles to the decisions, trade-offs and results that produced them.
Strategic judgment, influence without authority and adaptability carry more weight as roles
rise, and board seats call for oversight judgment rather than operating ownership. Strong
positioning links past achievements to the organization's future needs, and several sources
of evidence give a fairer picture than one polished document or one strong interview.
Technology can organize candidate information, yet human judgment still decides who will
create value in a new environment. Candidates who explain impact, context and lessons
give committees what they need.
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