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I wrote this because I went through the search myself — and because watching colleagues and friends go through the same brutal version of it convinced me that capable people were losing months of their lives to a system they did not understand.

This book is a manual. It is not motivational. It covers how the modern hiring market actually works, why most applications fail before any human reads them, and what a different approach — targeted, system-driven, diagnostic — produces instead. The prompts, templates, and frameworks are in the appendix and ready to use.

Not every reader will need every chapter. Read what your search requires. If you are mid-search and something has stopped working, Chapter 3 is written specifically for that moment. If you are starting out, the first four chapters install the frame; everything else is the operating system.

One principle runs through all of it: a modern senior search is not won by chasing roles. It is won by building a system that pulls them toward you. This book is that system.

The work is yours. The map is here.

— Siva Prasad
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PART 1

THE NEED

Why you are here. The four most common starting positions for a senior search.

♦
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Most people begin a job search on the worst possible day. A bad week with a manager. A reorganisation that took the interesting work away. A promotion that went to someone else. A Friday that ended badly. The decision to leave gets made in the heat of a single afternoon, and the search begins the next morning — reactive, slightly angry, and aimed in no particular direction.

This book exists to help you run a senior search well. But the first thing it will tell you is that the search is not always the answer, and it is almost never the first answer. Before you update a single line of your resume, there is work to do where you already are.

Look hard at the role you already have

Start with an honest question: can you still grow here?

Not “is this perfect,” not “am I happy every day” — those are the wrong tests, and they are never satisfied anywhere for long. The real question is whether there is a path in front of you in this organisation that you have not yet walked. A project you have been avoiding. A relationship you have not built. A conversation about your next level that you have assumed the answer to without ever having it.

And before you label the place toxic, check the label. The modern professional reaches for that word quickly, and sometimes it is the right word — there are genuinely toxic environments, and you should leave them without hesitation. But a great deal of what gets called toxic is something else: work that has become hard, a stretch that feels like strain, a manager who is demanding rather than abusive, a period of pressure that will pass. Difficulty and dysfunction are not the same thing. Stress that comes from work that is growing you is not a reason to run; it is often the last sign that you are still learning something. Learn to tell the two apart, because the cost of confusing them is high.

A bad boss is not, by itself, a reason to leave. Neither is a difficult team. You do not know what waits on the other side of a resignation letter. The next manager may be worse. The next team may be colder. The grass is not greener by default — it is greener where it is watered, and sometimes the patch you are standing on simply needs attention. Leaving solves a specific problem only when you have correctly identified the problem.

Fix what can be fixed first

Most of what frustrates a capable professional in their current role is fixable without leaving it. Scope can be renegotiated. A manager relationship can be repaired or routed around. Boredom can be answered with a project nobody else wanted. Invisible work can be made visible. The promotion conversation can be had directly, rather than waited for.

Try these things before you conclude they are impossible. Not because loyalty demands it, but because the skills you build fixing your current situation — the difficult conversation, the repositioning, the campaign for your own advancement — are the same skills the search will demand of you later. If you cannot move yourself one level inside an organisation that already knows and values you, the open market will be harder, not easier.

Fix what can be fixed. Then, if the ceiling is real, move — but move from strength, not from exhaustion.

Build the foundation before you search, not during it

When you have decided that leaving is the right move, resist the urge to start applying that same week. The instinct is to act. The better discipline is to prepare.

Four things are worth getting right before the first application goes out: your skills, your connections, your networking activity, and your resume. Each of them takes weeks to build and minutes to neglect. The candidate who spends a month sharpening all four and then begins searching will out-run the candidate who began on day one and tried to fix the foundation while sprinting. You cannot rebuild the engine while driving the car.

Decide your own timing — and do not leave it too late

Here is the trap on the other side. Preparation can become permanent. “I’ll start when I’m ready” turns into a someday that never arrives, and then the someday is decided for you — by a layoff, a restructure, a quiet tap on the shoulder, a new vice president who wants their own people. The professional who waits to be pushed has surrendered the single greatest advantage they had: timing.

Take control of it. Decide, deliberately, when you will begin — before the choice has been made for you, not after. The strongest position in any search is the one held by the person who does not need the next role and is choosing it anyway. That position is available only to those who move ahead of the forcing event. Your career is yours to steer. Steer it.

Then run the system

Once you have done the inward work, fixed what was fixable, built your foundation, and chosen your moment — then this book becomes your operating manual. The chapters that follow are the system: how the modern hiring market actually works, why most applications are filtered out before a human ever reads them, and how to use a disciplined prompt library to move through that machinery faster and more precisely than the crowd around you.

The goal is not to apply harder. It is to win smarter.

Pull, do not chase

The crowd chases. They refresh job boards, fire off applications into queues, and wait. The better approach inverts the flow: you make the opportunities come to you.

Set up alerts on the job portals so that relevant roles arrive in your inbox rather than requiring a daily hunt. Build a LinkedIn profile and portal presence written not as a record of your past but as a signal to the people searching for someone like you — the language they use, the problems they need solved, the outcomes they are hiring for. Done well, this turns the dynamic on its head. Instead of you being desperate to change jobs, employers and recruiters become quietly desperate to reach you.

Become the version of yourself that the market is looking for, and make sure every public surface — your profile, your activity, your resume — reflects that version clearly. Be findable. Be obviously relevant. Let them come.

The resume is necessary — and not sufficient

You will still need a resume, and it has to be the right kind.

A modern resume has two readers, and the first one is not human. Before any manager sees it, it passes through automated systems that parse, score, and rank it. A beautifully formatted document that those systems cannot read is worse than a plain one they can. So the first requirement is machine-readability: a structure the parsers handle cleanly.

The second requirement is the match. A resume that is merely well-written loses to one that meets the job description head-on — that speaks the exact language of the role, answers its stated requirements directly, and scores highly against it. Formatting gets you parsed. Matching gets you ranked. Both are non-negotiable, and the prompt library in this book is built to produce them.

But skills are the real signal

And here is the thing the resume cannot fix on its own. A document can only present what is actually there. The strongest application in the world cannot manufacture a capability you do not have, and at senior level the gap is exposed in the first interview.

So look past the application, to the profile underneath it. Study what the market is actually asking for in the roles you want — the skills that appear again and again across the job descriptions, the capabilities that separate the shortlisted from the screened-out. Then look honestly at how you compare to the other people with a profile like yours, and close the distance. The candidates who win are rarely the ones who applied the most, or customised their resume the most cleverly. They are the ones who, on the specific things the market is paying for, are simply the better fit — and who made that fit unmistakable.

Do not start by applying. Start by becoming someone worth hiring, in the exact places the market is hiring for. Then let this book make sure the system can see it.

Where you are starting from

Readers arrive at this book from very different places. Some were pushed out — a layoff, or a managed exit that nobody was willing to call a layoff. Others are still drawing a salary and can feel the ceiling settling into place a foot above their heads. A few are moving by choice, from solid ground, in no particular hurry. And some are coming back after years away, opening the job market again only to find they barely recognise it.

Underneath, the machinery of a senior search runs much the same way wherever you begin. The opening stretch is what changes. Those first three weeks look completely different depending on how the search started: a different first move, a different state of mind, a different reserve of energy to draw on.

When the choice was made for you

The hardest place to begin is the one nobody chose. A layoff. A managed exit dressed up as performance management. A workplace that turned unliveable, walked away from with nothing lined up. A relocation that arrived with a partner’s job, an expiring visa, an obligation back home. On the surface these are four separate stories. Structurally they are the same one: the search opens from a deficit, with the candidate already tired, already a little shaken, and more often than not already watching the money count down.

The instinct in that state is to start firing off applications straight away, and for most senior people it backfires. The early ones come out unfocused and faintly desperate, still carrying the shock of how the job ended. There is one exception, and it is money: when the runway is genuinely short, steadying the situation and applying may simply have to happen at the same time.

Whatever goes out in week one will be the weakest material of the entire search. The shock is audible in it: the over-explaining, the slightly pleading note, the cover letter that gives away far more than it should. These applications land in queues that almost never rise to the top, so sending them achieves nothing. What it quietly costs is the chance to begin the search clear-headed rather than frightened.

Three jobs fill the first ten days. The first is to get an honest figure for the runway: how long the household can hold together on current spending, with no new income, once any severance runs out. The number is nearly always larger than it feels in the middle of the shock, and pinning it down changes everything. A panic becomes a project.

The second job is to tell a small, trusted few. This is not a public announcement and certainly not a LinkedIn post. It is a handful of people — an old manager, a close colleague, the friend who will just listen — told plainly what has happened, with no spin. These conversations are not about the search yet. They are about being seen by the people who matter before any of the tactical work starts.

The third is the exercise the next chapter walks through: writing down, plainly, what you have actually built over a career. Not the job titles — the capabilities. It matters more after a forced exit than at any other time, because an exit like that warps the way a person sees themselves, and a written list is what straightens the picture back out.

The silent layoff — the managed exit, the role “eliminated” in a restructure, the PIP that lands three weeks before the job conveniently disappears — carries one piece of mental work all its own. In nearly every case the performance framing was a structural decision wearing a costume. Headcount had to come down, the function was being reorganised, a new vice president wanted their own people in place, the budget needed a line of savings. The performance story protected the company legally and saved it a severance cheque. It was almost never an honest read on what the candidate could actually do. Believing it anyway does real harm, and most of that harm is internal — to your confidence, your judgment, the way you carry yourself through the next twenty interviews. Almost none of it is harm you have to accept.

After a toxic exit, the worry is what to say about it later. Candidates assume that leaving with nowhere to go will count against them. At senior level it rarely does. A short, clean explanation, free of bitterness, is plenty: the environment was not sustainable, so I made the call to leave. That is the whole script. Most senior interviewers have been near an exit like that themselves, or watched someone they respect go through one, and they are not after a long story. What they are listening for is whether you can describe a hard situation without sinking back into it — which is, in itself, a senior trait.

A forced relocation is easier to handle than it tends to feel. The explanation is clean and impersonal — a partner moved to Singapore, a visa that requires the move — and recruiters grasp it in a sentence. The real difficulty here is logistics, not narrative: a new market, unfamiliar platforms, a salary band that has to be reset. Every piece of it is solvable, and most of it is solved in the chapters ahead.

When you’ve hit the ceiling

This is a different starting point altogether. There is no sudden rupture, just a slow build-up of evidence that the current role has stopped growing. It shows up in three forms.

First, the blocked promotion: that conversation, somewhere between honest and evasive, where you learn the next level is not on offer, at least not now and not by any route you can actually see. Maybe a peer took the role. Maybe it was quietly reorganised out of existence. Maybe you were never in the room where the shortlist got decided. The mechanism varies, but the conclusion lands the same way — the next step here is either a long way off or never coming.

Second, the plateau, which is sneakier because there is no single event to point at. The work three years out will look about like the work today. Pay drifts up with inflation, the title stays put, and the skills have stopped compounding in any direction the market is willing to pay for. The candidate is competent and reliable and, by any honest measure, no longer growing.

Third, the declining industry, which is the most clear-eyed of the three. Looking five years ahead, the candidate sees a sector that is shrinking, consolidating, or being hollowed out by something newer. The job feels stable enough today, but the ground it sits on is sliding. Choosing to leave before the choice is taken away is strategy, not panic.

What unites all three is room to think. Nothing is on fire. The money is steady, the job is bearable, and there is time to prepare and to choose with care.

And that breathing room is itself the trap.

The price of lingering too long at a ceiling stays invisible while it is being charged. Every plateaued year is a year not put into whatever comes next, and three to five of them compound into something far larger than it seemed at the time. Someone who coasts from forty to forty-five and only then begins searching in earnest is searching from a weaker spot than the version of themselves who would have started at forty. The market has moved on, and so has the peer group. Skills that used to set a person apart have quietly become the baseline, and a salary number that once looked ambitious now sits right on the median.

So the practical move is to start while still employed and still strong, instead of waiting for something to force the issue. A senior search runs three to six months either way. Run it from inside a job and you keep your financial footing, you are not a hostage to the timeline, and you negotiate from the powerful position of not actually needing the offer. Run it after you are out and you have given all three of those away.

Searching quietly while employed takes a little care. Turn off the LinkedIn setting that broadcasts every profile edit. Set the Open to Work flag to recruiters only, never to public. Keep conversations with target companies on personal email and outside working hours. Your employer should hear about the search exactly once, in a resignation letter, and never through a stray signal before that. None of this is dishonest. It is simply professional.

The real danger in this position is not the search itself. It is never getting around to it. The search stays a someday plan, pushed back and pushed back, until some event arrives that makes pushing it back impossible. By then the candidate has quietly downgraded a deliberate exit into a forced one, and is starting from the harder place described a few pages ago.

One particular hazard rides along with the blocked promotion: the bitterness that settles in afterwards. That conversation — or the conversation that never happened — leaves a residue, and left unchecked it seeps into interviews, into networking, into the way the candidate talks about their current employer. Interviewers can smell bitterness, and it loses offers. The healthier move is to wall it off: treat the current role as nothing more than the thing funding the next one, and keep any drop in your enthusiasm private rather than letting it show.

When you’re choosing the move

A word on the timelines in this book. Plenty of senior searches do run for several months, so planning around that is sensible. But the actual length swings a great deal with your function, your geography, your visa or work-authorisation status, your pay band, and whether you are also switching sector or country. The numbers here come from what the author has seen first-hand. Treat them as planning inputs, not promises.

This is the most fortunate of the four starting points. The candidate has a job, a stable balance sheet, and no crisis on the horizon. The move is something they are reaching for rather than running from: a better company, more interesting work, a higher band, a new country, a stage of company life that suits them better. Again it comes in three forms.

The growth move comes first. The candidate has simply outgrown the role — the work is mastered, the team is built, and they can already picture the coming year well enough to know it will look a lot like the last one. They are ready to take what they have learned and put it to use somewhere new.

Then there is the mid-career recalibration, which is harder. The question is no longer which role comes next but whether the whole trajectory is the right one. Fifteen or twenty years into a function, a person starts wondering whether the next ten years should really mirror the last ten. This is not a midlife crisis in the cartoon sense. It is a serious, quiet question about what work is for at this stage of a life.

Last comes the return after a break — from caregiving, from illness, from a planned sabbatical, from a personal project that needed the time. The capability is fully intact. What has shifted is the market, which kept moving while the candidate was away, so that the role they step back towards is not quite the role they left.

The thread running through all of these is the luxury of choice. Nothing is pressing. The current setup could support a search that drags on indefinitely. There is no forcing event, and there is no deadline.

Which is precisely the trap.

Choice means no pressure, and no pressure quietly dissolves discipline. People in this position often take twelve to eighteen months to land — not because their search is any harder, but because they do not actually run one until around month nine, when something inside finally clicks and the real work begins. The first eight months were drift. They told themselves they were exploring. They were postponing, and calling it exploring.

So the answer is to manufacture the urgency that circumstances are not supplying. Pick a real timeline — six months, eight at the outside — and treat it as a deadline, not a wish. Block the hours in the calendar, work the system, have the conversations. A candidate who does this from such a strong starting point lands faster than almost anyone else, because the foundation is solid and nothing complicated stands in the way.

The mid-career recalibration needs one extra move. You cannot answer the question of what next by scrolling job postings. Postings tell you what the market wants right now; they say nothing about what you, at forty-five, want the next decade to feel like. That answer comes out of conversations — with people whose careers you admire, with people already doing the kind of role you are weighing up, with the two or three who know you well enough to reflect back what they actually see. It is networking pointed at something other than a job. You are not asking for work. You are asking for clarity. These talks tend to be more candid than people expect, partly because senior people enjoy talking about work in this register, and partly because asking for advice is far easier to say yes to than asking for a favour.

When someone returns after a break, the gap is the obvious feature, and candidates fret about it more than they need to. Occasionally it does disqualify — at companies that screen hard for continuity, usually in fast-moving sectors built around short tenures. For most senior roles it does not. Senior interviewers have lived long enough to know that careers sometimes get interrupted by things bigger than careers. State the gap briefly and as a plain fact. I took two years to care for a parent. Eighteen months to recover from an illness. A year to write a book. That is the explanation in full — no apology, no lingering — and then the conversation moves straight on to what you bring to the table now.

When the system has changed under you

The fourth starting point belongs to the candidate who has not run a search in a very long time. Fifteen years at one employer, sometimes twenty. The career advanced through internal promotions, sideways moves, and the occasional tap on the shoulder — never really through the open market, or at least not since the early days. They are good at their job, often exceptionally good. Their method for finding the next one belongs to another decade.

Of all four, this is where the silence cuts deepest, because there is nothing recent to measure it against. The candidate remembers a market where a CV sent to a recruiter earned a phone call inside a week, where an introduction turned into an interview within days, where you were judged on the depth of your experience rather than on how neatly your keywords lined up against a job description. They remember a hiring market that was mostly human. The one they have walked back into is mostly not.

The capability is intact. It is the method that has gone obsolete.

The CV dates from around 2010, added to over the years but never redesigned. By today’s standards it is unprofessional in ways its owner simply cannot see: the wrong file format for ATS parsing, the wrong structure, too few of the right keywords, space given to the wrong sections. The LinkedIn profile is thin and was last touched in any real way five or six years ago. The network has scattered, the colleagues who would once have made an introduction having moved on, retired, or drifted out of contact. This candidate has never used an ATS, never written a line of keyword-optimised copy, and never had any reason to learn how recruiters actually search a database.

After a few months of nothing, the candidate decides the market has weighed them and found them wanting. That conclusion is simply wrong. The market has not weighed them at all, because it has not seen them. Their applications are filtered out before a single human reads a word. Their LinkedIn never surfaces in the searches recruiters are actually running. And their network has thinned and scattered to the point where it can no longer produce the warm introductions that used to be their main way in.

The good news is built into the problem. The genuinely hard part, the underlying capability, is the part the candidate already owns — built over twenty years and not one bit eroded by their time away from the job market. The method is the easy part by comparison, and six to eight weeks of focused work will rebuild it. Everything that follows in this book is that rebuild.

For this candidate the practical advice is to read straight through, in order, and to resist the urge to perfect one piece before the rest exists. A new CV with no updated LinkedIn behind it produces nothing. An updated LinkedIn with no rebuilt network behind it produces very little. The system only works as a whole, so the rebuild has to be the whole thing.



Whatever carried you here — a forced exit, a ceiling, a deliberate choice, a long stretch away — the search ahead runs through the same market for everyone. That market is not what most candidates picture, and the silence so many of them are sitting in is not the verdict they have started to fear it is. That is what the next chapter is about: what the silence actually is, why taking it personally is the most predictable and most expensive mistake of a long search, and how to stop doing it.

PART 2

THE MIND

How to think about the search. The frame that makes everything else possible.

♦
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CHAPTER TWO
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​Selections, Not Rejections
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After twenty years as the person everyone else leaned on, a senior professional sends out forty applications in eight weeks and hears nothing back. Then sixty. Then a hundred. And somewhere around the thirtieth, a question starts to form that really has no business being there: was I ever as good as I thought?

That is the moment a job search quietly stops being a logistics problem and turns into a psychological one.

The applications keep going out and the silence keeps coming back, and the question, once it has been asked, will not leave. It sits under every inbox refresh, every scroll through LinkedIn, every time a friend asks how things are going. By the time interviews finally arrive it has crept into those too, because confidence built over twenty years does not come back on command once it has been quietly bleeding out for three months.

But the question itself is the problem, not the person asking it.

It assumes a link between effort and outcome that the modern hiring market simply does not contain. It treats the silence as data, as a verdict on how capable or relevant or worthwhile you are, when the silence is nothing of the kind. It is something far more mundane and far less personal, and grasping what it actually is, mechanically, is what separates a productive search from one that slowly damages the person running it.

The people who come out the far side of a long search still intact are

Careers are probabilistic systems, not moral verdicts

















Your job is not your identity














How to search without self-destructing
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