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1. Don’t Overreact when Headhunters don’t Return Your Prospecting  
Calls or Respond to Your Emails

Headhunters don’t work for you - since you don’t pay for their fees. They are paid by corporate clients – so their 

#1 priority is to satisfy the demands and time constraints of their clients. If you don’t quite fit the laser focused 

qualifications of what the Headhunters are looking for right now – they simply may not have the time to take your call or 

respond to your email. So, don’t put all your eggs in your Headhunter’s basket. Headhunters are just one tool of many 

that you should be using when making a career transition.

2. Keep a Detailed and Dated Log of the Headhunters You Speak to and about What

Headhunters don’t work for you - since you don’t pay for their fees. They are paid by corporate clients – so their 

#1 priority is to satisfy the demands and time constraints of their clients. If you don’t quite fit the laser focused 

qualifications of what the Headhunters are looking for right now – they simply may not have the time to take your call or 

respond to your email. So, don’t put all your eggs in your Headhunter’s basket. Headhunters are just one tool of many 

that you should be using when making a career transition.

3. Be Honest, Forthright and Ethical with All Headhunters You Work With

Never take info from one headhunter and give it to another. Don’t misrepresent your salary and bonus numbers, if a 

headhunter senses exaggerated or phony numbers all he has to do is ask you for a W2. If you won’t supply it, he won’t 

trust you and the relationship is over. Don’t offer to do an interview if there is no way you’d take that job or relocate. 

Going on interviews “just to get in the door” should only be done with the Headhunter’s knowledge and direction. The 

Headhunter needs to explain to his client that this interview is an exploratory interview for other opportunities. And 

never take info from a Headhunter and then contact the client directly in order to try to save the client the fee. This will 

definitely backfire on you with both the Headhunter and the company, and it will be viewed as dishonest on every level.
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4. Be Real about Past Skills,  
Experiences and Knowledge

Headhunters get paid only to find people who are the right 

fit – those who can hit the ground running, people with 

very specific skill sets and experiences who will be ideally 

suited to their client’s company and open position. They 

don’t get paid to try out this person or test the waters with 

that person – experiments aren’t tolerated. So if you don’t 

have the exact experience that the Headhunter is looking 

for – don’t take it personal and never misrepresent that you 

do. It will become obvious very quickly to the client and you 

will never hear from that Headhunter again. A Headhunter’s 

fees are substantial because he is expected to scour the 

globe to find and develop a slate of highly qualified, very 

well screened candidates. From the vetted candidates, the 

client can clearly see which candidates have the specific 

experience they are looking for, fit the compensation 

range, are open to the location, and are motivated for the 

opportunity for the right reasons. Any recruiter can source 

candidates off of the Internet – but there’s a huge difference 

between sourcing… and SMART Search, which consists of 

the sourcing, marketing, assessing, recruiting, and training 

that Headhunters provide their clients.

5. Be Open to Interviews, Listen Carefully and 
Follow Your Headhunter’s Guidance

If the Headhunter says, “Listen, you’re not a perfect fit for 

this job, but we know the client is open to people with your 

background,” – follow his lead. Don’t be difficult. When 

your Headhunter asks for additional info in the form of a 

cover letter or application – respond as fast as possible. This 

makes his job easier and shows that you’re a professional 

-and it will be noted. When he offers to help you with 

interview prep – listen carefully, ask questions and heed 

his advice. Always do your own homework too - on the 

company, the hiring manager, location, etc… Find out from 

your Headhunter about the full interview process - are 

there multiple phone and/or face-to-face interviews, and/

or presentations required? What defines success? What 

are the expectations, outcomes, or goals for this role? – the 

more details you can get the better equipped you are for the 

interview. Remember to always call immediately after the 

interview to debrief and to discuss the next steps – even if 

you no longer have an interest in the opportunity. Make your 

Headhunter a partner in the process and you’ll gain much 

more insight and will improve your odds of success.

6. Supply All the Information Needed  
to Support Your Claims

Your recruiter will go to bat for you with the client, but he 

needs to present enough solid info about you to make the 

client want to learn more. This means that the more specific 

information the Headhunter has to work with, the better 

you can be made to look. By researching the company, you 

can choose the information that will make you look like the 

ideal candidate for their open position. Make sure you also 

provide all computer database info your Headhunter will 

need to easily recall you when he gets new clients. He will 

need keywords that spell out all your skills, abilities and 

experiences, product’s markets, industries, roles, titles, 

languages, etc... Also make sure you let him know where 

you will and where you won’t relocate. And don’t forget, if a 

Headhunter helps you with a career change, be sure to send 

him a testimonial letter saying what you liked and why you 

would work with him again.
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7. Always be Friendly, Never Rude, and always  
Help Your Headhunter as much as You can 
with Networking

The more you help them the more they will remember you, 

which means they will keep you on the top of their contact 

list. Provide Headhunters with directories you pick up 

from tradeshows, updates on who’s been promoted, what 

companies you know are looking to hire, and good people 

you know who want help with their career – as long as they 

fit into your headhunter’s areas of specialization. specific 

information the Headhunter has to work with,

8. Focus on the Right Fit — Job Satisfaction is 
Much More Important than Long Term Com-
pensation

The more you help them the more they will remember you, 

which means they will keep you on the top of their contact 

list. Provide Headhunters with directories you pick up 

from trade shows, updates on who’s been promoted, what 

companies you know are looking to hire, and good people 

you know who want help with their career – as long as they 

fit into your headhunter’s areas of specialization. specific 

information the Headhunter has to work with,

9. Be Flexible about Total Compensation and  
Compare Money to Overall Potential  of the 
Opportunity

The more you help them the more they will remember you, 

which means they will keep you on the top of their contact 

list. Provide Headhunters with directories you pick up 

from trade shows, updates on who’s been promoted, what 

companies you know are looking to hire, and good people 

you know who want help with their career – as long as they 

fit into your headhunter’s areas of specialization. specific 

information the Headhunter has to work with,

10. Help Your Headhunter Negotiate by Providing 
very Clear Expectations

After you are satisfied this position is the right fit for you, tell 

your Headhunter 3) what salary level you would definitely 

walk away from, 2) what salary level would be seriously 

considered, and 1) what salary level he can accept on 

your behalf. Don’t try to control the negotiations between 

the Headhunter and his client – your potential employer - 

because your Headhunter knows things about the employ-

er’s compensation/ benefits flexibility and the breaking 

point, as well as other candidate statuses that you do not. 

If you really want the opportunity, partner with your Head-

hunter - but let them drive the car.

When a Headhunter presents you to a company, you are 

much more likely to be noticed. When the HR Manager or 

Hiring Manager says “I’m not sure I see the perfect fit here,” 

your Headhunter is going to address their questions, over-

come any objections and sell you – to get you an interview. 

If you were on your own, however, you wouldn’t even know 

why you weren’t considered.

A company that is willing to pay for a Headhunter is a 

company that takes hiring seriously, and they understand 

the need to make the right hire and find the right fit. Using 

the services of a Headhunter requires a significant financial 

commitment for an organization, and it lets you know they 

are financially strong and committed to making this hire last. 

They are making an investment in your success.

Oftentimes, the job roles that Headhunters are involved 

in, are ones that are confidential and/or high priority. This 

usually means that they cannot be found on job boards and 

are not being marketed through other recruiting venues.

Headhunters are also very valuable at guiding you through 

the resume and information presentation process, interview 

preparation, and the offer and negotiation process. They do 

this over and over. As a result they have become experts at 

improving the odds of your success.

If you specialize in a specific industry or in a specific role 

– find the Headhunters who specialize in this area. Then 

ask them what companies and what positions have they 

recently filled in this area. The more they can show and tell 

you that’s in line with your goals and career aspirations, the 

more effort you want to put into developing a long term 

relationship with them.
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Disadvantages of Working with a Headhunter

In any service industry (life insurance, Realtors, mortgage 

services, stock brokers, consulting), 80% of the people in 

the business are apprentices – in development, learning 

and growing through the school of hard knocks. 20% are 

Masters and have time tested systems of excellence in place, 

and as a result they do 80% of the business - leaving 20% 

for the apprentices. It’s true in the executive search business 

too. Generally, retained Headhunters are more polished and 

respected than contingency recruiters, and industry or func-

tional specialists are more preferred then generalists.

Tenure is huge – so ask how long have the headhunters 

been in the business of executive search - anything less 

than 5 years can be a real gamble. Anything more the 10 

years and you’re most likely working with a professional. 

The rare few that have 25 years, or more, of experience – will 

definitely stand out from the crowd. Their expertise will be 

clearly noticeable when you check out their Website, speak 

to them over the phone or meet them face to face. Also, be 

sure to ask for a list of references - of both candidates and 

clients – and if they don’t have them you should see it as a 

red flag.

When working with a recruiter you can end up dealing with 

a whole lot of direct rejection when you reach out to them. 

But when they reach out to you and qualify you – there’s no 

better way to land a job you really want. When you start 

working with a Headhunter, you will need to take consid-

erable time with them to make sure they understand your 

successes, your talents, and your qualities. The time spent in 

the process may seem like time wasted – especially if you do 

not get the job you wanted. This may make you wonder if it 

was time well spent. The truth is, however, that you proba-

bly would never have gotten this job anyway. Good Head-

hunters will take time with you to help you sharpen your 

technique for winning the job. Use the tools they give you for 

better results the next time you go for an interview.

Glossary of Terms:
Candidate

•	 the person who is looking for a job

Client

•	 the organization who is hiring the Headhunter 
because they need to fill an open position.

Headhunter

•	 the individual or company who is hired to find 
highly qualified candidates for the client to fill their 
open position. Usually recognized as working only 
an a retained basis with its clients

Recruiter

•	 is usually an internal HR person, a contingency 
recruiter, or a military recruiter. There is a 
significant difference in experience, search 
processes used, and perceived value between 
Headhunters and recruiters.

Contingency

•	 a recruiter who is asked to fill a position on a 
straight commission basis. This means no fee 
is earned until the new hire starts in the placed 
position.

Retainer

•	 a Headhunter is hired and paid a partial fee in 
advance, and as well during the process for 
delivering professional search services – to ensure 
high quality and full availability.

W2

•	 an official tax form an employer gives to 
employees at the end of the year stating the 
amount of total annual salary paid and taxes 
withheld.
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