Top Dogs Run Scared of Job Changes
as Slowdown Snaps at their Heels

CXO hiring dips and vacant posts remain unfilled as exe
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his Apriland May, executive
search firm Stanton Chase

made offers to two CXO-level
candidates tofill vacancies at two
different companies. The first was
for a chief operating officer for a

Mumbai-based pharmaceutical, re-

al estate and defence company. The
second was for a chief executive of-
ficer for a generics business be-
longing to a Delhi-based diversified
company with interestsinpharma
and consumer products. Both can-
didates accepted the offers, only to
back out at the last minute. The
search continues.

“The candidates had stable ca-
reers with well-established brands
and felt they did not want to takea
chance...everyone is cautious
now,” says Ajay Singh Shekhawat,

director at Stanton Chase, refer-
ringto the difficult economic envi-
ronment. “CXOsfeel they are better
off where they are.”

CXOhiring hasdipped in this flail-

cs prefer to play it safe

ing economy, but even top-level
openings that do exist are not get-
ting filled up easily.

Arjun Srivastava, head (consumer
practice)at Egon Zehnder Interna-
tional, says people in leadership po-
sitions are very cautious and donot
want to destabilise themselves in
difficult times.

“The no-shows have increased,”
says Ronesh Puri,managingdirec-
tor of Executive Access. “Itis be-
cause of higher risks owing to the
market conditions and also because
Indian laws do not impose any lia-
bility on candidates not meeting
commitments,” he adds. Many
countries have tough laws that dis-
courage candidates from backing
out of acommitment tojoin.

The entire decision-making proc-
ess is slowing down.
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Sangeeta Sabharwal, senior partner at Transearch In-
dia, says candidates are getting sharper in their due dili-
gence before makingamove. Thatis stretching thehiring
process at both ends. “Itisnot justabout designations and
titles and compensation. Senior-level candidates are de-
liberating over macro factors like where is the market
headed, what islikely to happen, etc,” she says.

“Four to five months is the usual time period to fill CXO-
Jevel positions. Now, it is getting stretched to 7-8 months,”
says Srivastava. _

Firms such as Egon Zehnder International, Stanton
Chase and Executive Access also report a dip in hiring.
“Top-level hiring has softened by 10% over the past few
months compared to last year,” says Egon Zehnder’s Sri-
vastava. He says companies that really need to hire are
hiring, but they are not recruiting to add to the bench
strength. Search firms say sectors such as financial ser-
vices, IT, technology, consumer goods and telecom are
finding it the hardest to fill corner room vacancies. “Fi-
nancial services (sector) is severely hit, followed by tele-
com, which was in any case top-heavy,” says Puri.

Richie Madan, vice-president at Elixir Consulting, ex-
plains: “Relationships with clients matter a lot in the
bankingsector...shifting clients from one company toan-
other is difficult during an economic downturn.” '

Barring life sciences and natural resources, very few
sectors are doing well, says Srivastava. “General manu-
facturing is fluctuating and sectors such as financial ser-

vices, IT and technology, and consumer goods are hit

hard. Companies are also hesitating to invest in hiring,”
he adds. ;




