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Executive Talent Pulse in Defense,
Space & GovCon

Executive Hiring
2025 YTD and the Road to Early 2026

The 2025 rebound in M&A across defense, space, and government contracting has
cascaded into the leadership market, driven by escalating geopolitical tensions, increased
global defense budgets, and rapid commercial space innovation, with an impressive $47
billion in announced deals through H1 2025. This surge has led to record C-suite churn,
intensified demand for integration-savvy finance chiefs who possess expertise in post-
merger integration, synergy realization, and financial restructuring for complex carve-outs,
and an arms race for tech-literate growth executives with deep expertise in critical areas
like Al, cybersecurity, and autonomous systems, and the ability to identify new revenue
streams. Companies that act quickly to secure this specialized talent will enter 2026 with
a decisive edge in superior deal execution, faster post-acquisition integration, and
securing critical contract wins, thereby solidifying their competitive position.



Executive Level Churn Scoreboard (Jan-Jun 2025)
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222 CEO Exits 17.8% CFO Turnover Rate

A 14% year-over-year record in January. Rolling 12-month rate for S&P 500, with Boeing, Lockheed & Northrop
replacing CFOs within five months.
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56% Potential Departures +28% Search Mandates

C-suite leaders who may leave within 24 months, with attrition risk Year-over-year increase across Top 50 global search firms in H1 2025,
highest in Al & cyber leadership roles. surging due to carve-outs and PE control changes.



Why the Executive Hiring Spike?

Deal-Integration Workload

Thirty-eight carve-outs announced or
closed in H1 created acute demand for
CFOs and presidents who possess the
unique capability to stand up standalone
back-office functions, including finance,
HR, and IT systems, within an aggressive
180-day timeline. These roles require not
only financial acumen but also strong
operational and strategic integration skills
to ensure seamless transition and business
continuity during periods of significant
organizational change.

Private-Equity Control

Sponsors executed 52% of sector deals in
Q1-Q2, a significant increase that directly
correlates with executive churn. Private
equity firms typically refresh management
teams inside 12 months post-acquisition to
drive value creation, align leadership with
new strategic objectives, and introduce
specialized expertise needed for
accelerated growth or operational
turnarounds. This focus on rapid
transformation often necessitates a
different executive profile than long-term
corporate leadership.

Digital Capability Gaps

Boards are proactively replacing legacy
leaders with executives who are not only
Al-literate but also fluent in zero-trust
architectures and other advanced digital
defense paradigms. This shift is crucial to
keep pace with rapidly evolving DoD and
NATO digital-acquisition mandates, which
demand integration of cutting-edge
technologies into defense and space
systems. The scarcity of talent with both
deep industry knowledge and advanced
technological understanding is a primary
driver of executive demand in this area.



High-Profile 2025 Leadership Moves

Linked to M&A or Investment Activity

Company

Boeing (Defense)

Boeing (Corporate)

Lockheed Martin

Shield Al

SES Space & Defense

Additional notable moves: Triumph Group (PE take-private), Special Aerospace Services (PE-backed), SolarWinds (take-private), Epirus (defense tech

Transaction Catalyst

$10.5B carve-out to
Thoma Bravo

Capital-raise for
separation costs

Skunk Works realignment

Series F raise +
acquisition pipeline

Post-Intelsat merger
integration

New Executive

Steve Parker

Jay Malave (ex-Lockheed)

Evan Scott

Gary Steele (ex-Splunk)

David Broadbent

unicorn), ASRC Federal (post-acquisition), and Xcelerate Solutions (PE-backed).

Role

CEO, Boeing Defense

EVP & CFO

SVP & CFO

CEO

President & CEO

Month

Jul

Aug

Apr

Mar

Jul



Sector-Specific Talent Dynamics

Defense Technology & GovCon

Multi-source evidence confirms surging demand for cleared tech-centric business-development (BD) and capture
leaders. This heightened demand is driven by the rapid pace of technological innovation within the defense sector and
the complex nature of government contracts, which require specialized expertise in navigating intricate procurement
processes and cultivating key relationships.

. AIA-McKinsey study flags critical engineering and BD shortages as Aerospace & Defense revenues approach
§995 billion. This includes a significant gap in areas like cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, quantum computing,
and advanced materials science, which are crucial for next-generation defense systems.

. Hunt Scanlon reports GovCon executive-search mandates up +28% YoY with BD/capture roles growing fastest.
This surge is attributed to an increasing number of multi-year, multi-billion dollar programs requiring strategic
foresight and robust client engagement from the earliest stages.

. AESC placement tracker shows a 24% uptick in industrial/defense placements YTD, reflecting a competitive
landscape where companies are aggressively seeking top-tier talent to secure lucrative government contracts and
expand their market share. The need for leaders who can bridge the gap between technical innovation and market
adoption is more pronounced than ever.

These shortages are creating significant challenges for defense contractors, leading to potential delays in project
timelines and a heightened competition for a limited pool of highly specialized and security-cleared professionals. The
talent scarcity in these critical areas could ultimately impact national security objectives if not addressed effectively
through strategic talent acquisition and development.

Key Takeaways:

. BD & capture-director cash offers are up +11% YoY, reflecting the direct link between these roles and a
company's ability to secure new revenue streams and maintain a competitive edge in a highly regulated
market. The strategic importance of these positions is now reflected in aggressive compensation
packages.

Security-cleared digital chiefs remain significantly supply-constrained, with total-cash offers up +11% YoY.
The scarcity is exacerbated by the rigorous clearance processes and the highly specialized skills required
to lead digital transformation efforts within the sensitive defense and government sectors.

The increasing complexity of M&A and PE-backed deals necessitates leaders with strong integration skills,
particularly in finance and operations, driving further competition for a limited talent pool.

Space Industry

Cross-pollination between commercial sat-com and DoD small-sat programs
is @ major catalyst driving the demand for specialized CFOs and program-
capture executives. The convergence of commercial innovation and military
needs means leaders must possess a unique blend of financial acumen
adapted to high-growth, high-risk ventures, alongside an in-depth
understanding of government contracting and security protocols.

Searches for talent in high-orbit cloud and in-space logistics have seen
mandates up +31% YoY. These roles require individuals who can manage
complex supply chains in extreme environments, develop resilient
communication infrastructures, and navigate regulatory frameworks
governing space operations. The ability to integrate commercial best
practices with defense-grade reliability is paramount.

PE Platforms

Value-creation CFOs are becoming increasingly scarce in the private equity
sector. Russell Reynolds notes that 54% of outgoing CFOs retired or moved to
board positions, significantly widening the supply gap for experienced
financial leaders capable of driving aggressive growth strategies and
operational efficiencies within portfolio companies.

As a result, PE sponsors are increasingly favoring interim CFOs on 12-month
earn-outs. This arrangement allows for immediate deployment of experienced
financial leadership to stabilize new acquisitions, implement rapid value
creation initiatives, and prepare companies for subsequent transactions, while
also providing a performance-based incentive structure for these interim
leaders.

Beyond CFOs, PE firms are also actively seeking operational executives and
integration specialists who can quickly scale businesses, optimize
performance, and prepare for successful exits, highlighting a broader talent
crunch in leadership roles that can deliver tangible results in compressed
timelines.



Executive Search & Leadership Advisory Market: 2025 Landscape

Market Size & Growth

The U.S. executive search market, represented by the aggregate fee revenue of the Top 50 firms,
reached an impressive $6.04 billion during the first half of 2025. This figure underscores the
robust demand for top-tier executive talent across various sectors, particularly within the
specialized defense, space, and GovCon industries.

A significant 10-12% growth is forecast for the entire year 2025, with a stronger emphasis on the
second half. This acceleration is driven by anticipated economic stability, increased corporate
investment in strategic leadership, and the continued need for specialized skills to navigate
evolving market dynamics and technological advancements.

The market also saw considerable consolidation, with 13 closed M&A deals among executive
search firms in H1 2025. This trend reflects a drive for broader service offerings, deeper industry
specialization, and expanded geographic reach, as firms position themselves to capture larger
market shares and provide integrated talent solutions.

mplications:

Industry Trends

There has been a notable surge in specialization, with 6 new dedicated Aerospace &
Defense/GovCon practice launches across major executive search firms. This strategic alignment
highlights the unique talent requirements and growing investment within these critical sectors,
necessitating expertise in areas like national security, advanced technology, and complex
government contracting.

Technological adoption is rapidly transforming the industry, with 71% of global firms now leveraging
generative-Al candidate-mapping platforms. This widespread integration of Al enhances efficiency
in talent identification, reduces time-to-hire, and allows for more precise matching of candidates to
specific role requirements, moving beyond traditional keyword searches.

The demand for flexible leadership solutions has led to a +29% YoY increase in interim & fractional
leadership assignments across both the U.S. and Europe. Companies are increasingly opting for
these arrangements to quickly address critical skill gaps, lead specific projects, or manage
transitional phases without the long-term commitment of a full-time executive hire.

A significant indicator of market dynamism is that 58% of executive search firm founders are open
to a sale within the next 24 months. This openness points to continued consolidation, potential
shifts in leadership within the search industry itself, and an environment ripe for strategic
partnerships or acquisitions that can further reshape the competitive landscape.

Executive search firms are actively and significantly scaling their industrial/defense desks to meet the unprecedented demand for leadership in these highly specialized and sensitive sectors. This involves
hiring more consultants with deep sector knowledge and expanding their network of cleared professionals.

There's a critical push towards integrating advanced Al sourcing methodologies and predictive analytics into recruitment processes. This allows firms to identify passive candidates with greater accuracy,

analyze market trends more effectively, and provide clients with deeper insights into the talent landscape.

Additionally, firms are strategically adding comprehensive assessment services to their portfolios. This allows them to offer more robust evaluations of cultural fit, leadership potential, and specific
competencies, helping clients make more informed hiring decisions, especially for roles within sensitive government and defen se contracts.

The expansion of interim C-suite models is a direct reflection of heightened board caution amid ongoing regulatory uncertainties and budgetary volatility. Organizations are prioritizing agility and risk

mitigation, opting for experienced interim leaders who can provide immediate value and strategic guidance without the long-term overhead, allowing for greater flexibility in navigating unpredictable market

conditions.

Overall, these shifts underscore a dynamic executive talent market that is increasingly data-driven, specialized, and adaptable to the evolving needs of highly complex industries.




Compensation, Tenure & Retention

The executive talent landscape in the Defense, Space, and Government Contracting (D/S/G) sectors is undergoing significant shifts, driven by competitive pressures, specialized skill demands, and evolving market
dynamics. Compensation packages are increasingly tailored to attract and retain top-tier leadership, reflecting the critical impact these individuals have on an organization's strategic success and market position. Tenure
trends indicate a dynamic environment, with retention efforts focusing on long-term incentives and strategic engagements.

Role Median Total Cash Increase vs. 2024 Average Tenure (yrs) Primary Retention Lever

CEO (D/S/G) +7% 6.3 Performance-vesting equity

CFO +19% external vs. internal hires 5.8 Cash LTI kicker at Day 730

Chief Al/Autonomy +14% 4.1 Accelerated option vesting
BD/Capture VP +11% 3.9 Mission bonus on award milestones

These figures underscore a robust demand for leadership roles, particularly in high-growth and technologically advanced areas. The significant premium for external CFO hires, for instance, highlights the market's urgency
to bring in fresh perspectives and specialized expertise, often in the context of M&A activity or major financial transformations. Similarly, the rapid increase in compensation for Chief Al/Autonomy roles reflects the
intense competition for talent capable of navigating the complex and rapidly evolving landscape of artificial intelligence and autonomous systems within defense applications.

Retention Tactics

In a talent market marked by fierce competition and evolving employee expectations, D/S/G firms are deploying innovative strategies to retain their most valuable executives. Beyond traditional compensation, these
tactics focus on aligning incentives with long-term company goals and providing unique value propositions to key leaders.

* 1.5x-salary stay bonuses: These are offered to critical executives, * Bridge vesting for PE-to-IPO holds: For companies backed by ® Fully paid clearances for cyber/Al leads: Given the acute shortage
often tied to specific project milestones or a defined retention private equity, ensuring executive commitment through the of security-cleared talent, especially in cutting-edge fields like
period, ensuring stability during crucial phases of company growth transition from PE ownership to a public offeringis vital. Bridge cybersecurity and Al, companies are offering to cover the
or transition. This aims to counteract the allure of highly lucrative vesting programs are designed to incentivize leaders to stay through substantial costs and lengthy processes associated with
external offers. these complex stages, unlocking significant value for both the maintaining or upgrading security clearances. This not only eases

executive and the company. the burden on the employee but also solidifies their value to the

organization.

¢ Tailored leadership development programs: Beyond financial incentives, investing in bespoke leadership training and career progression pathways is becoming a powerful retention tool. This demonstrates a
commitment to the executive's long-term professional growth within the organization, fostering loyalty and engagement.

These comprehensive retention strategies are crucial for maintaining a stable and experienced leadership team in a sector where highly specialized skills and deep institutional knowledge are paramount. By combining
financial incentives with opportunities for professional development and strategic involvement, companies aim to build a resilient executive pipeline.



Policy-Driven Leadership Movement

Government policy shifts exert a profound influence on the flow of executive talent, particularly within the heavily requlated Defense, Space, and GovCon

sectors. Regulatory changes, executive orders, and legislative mandates can create immediate ripple effects, altering demand for specific roles and

prompting strategic career moves among experienced professionals.

Policy Change Talent-Market Effect

DOJ & CFIUS reviews extended to 90 days Interim CFO/GC roles rise as deals stall

FAR "10-for-1" clause-cutting EO 14275 Contracting SMEs jump from agencies to integrators
Federal hiring freeze (non-DoD) & Schedule G SES exits to industry accelerate; +18% GovCon VP hires YTD

Extended DOJ & CFIUS review periods create demand for interim CFOs and General Counsels during deal delays. Executive Order 14275's regulatory
streamlining drives FAR experts from agencies to industry. Federal hiring freezes accelerate SES exits to GovCon, boosting VP hires +18% YTD as

experienced government leaders bring critical procurement expertise and networks to contractors.



Forward Indicators (H2 2025 — H1 2026)

10-12%

M&A Deal Flow Search Sector Growth

Executives expecting higher Defense/Space/GovCon M&A deal flow Projected fee growth for executive search sector

™~

73% 16%

Leadership Development CFO Turnover

Leaders planning focused next-gen development programs Industrial CFO turnover rate, now stabilizing



Looking Ahead: Executive Hiring into Early 2026

[

Integration-Savvy CFOs Remain Scarce

Closing of Boeing, Triumph, and other carve-outs will keep finance-chief demand elevated through Q2 2026.

Board-Level Digital Guardians

Expect more Chief Al & Autonomy Officers or CTOs with classified-program credentials as multi-domain integration accelerates.

Private-Equity Playbooks Drive C-Suite Refresh

Sponsors will replace incumbent management within six-to-nine months post-close, triggering a second-wave hiring surge in H1 2026.

Retention Strategies Pivot

Firms are layering stay bonuses (up to 1.5x salary) and accelerated equity vesting to counter 56% projected C-suite mobility.

Policy Uncertainty Favors Interim Leaders

Record interim CEOQ/CFO designations (19% of January CEO appointments) suggest boards will use "try-before-buy"” models until FY 2026
budgets and DOGE reforms stabilize.



Bottom Line

The forces propelling 2025's M&A rebound—private-equity capital, large carve-outs, and digital transformation—are rewriting the executive-talent playbook.

000¢

Identify Finance Find Al-Literate Secure Growth Drive Competitive
Chiefs Leaders Executives Advantage

Companies that secure integration-tested finance chiefs, Al-literate technology leaders, and capture-oriented growth executives over the next nine months
will enter 2026 with a decisive edge in both deal execution and contract competition.
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"Giving clients the confidence to move forward with their plans.”
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WHO WE ARE
Founded 2006 - Top 35 Board & Executive Search Firm

Leading advisory at intersection of Private Equity and Highly Regulated & Heavily Government Influenced Markets

Over $40B in value creation at exit for alternative investment clients

KEY DIFFERENTIATORS

ABSOLUTE ALIGNMENT™
Proprietary process with 11 tools & 3 behavioral frameworks

SUPERIOR RESOURCING
2.5x industry standard consultant experience

PROVEN TRACK RECORD
98% placement success, 98% first-year retention

INVESTMENT PARTNERSHIP
We invest alongside select clients for true alignment

CONTACT INFO

Mark HuYoung, Managing Partner 703-342-4675 | mark@northwindpartners.com
Brian Thomas, Partner 703-596-1999 | brian@northwindpartners.com

FOCUS AREAS

Private Equity / Alternative Investments
Aerospace / Defense / Government / Space
Manufacturing / Industrials

Business & Professional Services

AI-ML / Cyber / Technology

Healthcare / Life Sciences

PERFORMANCE METRICS

97%

Successful Placement Rate

98%

First-Year Retention

43%

Diversity Hires

800+

Completed Engagements

JonRice, Partner 703-260-7354 | jon@northwindpartners.com
Greg Pollack, Managing Director 703-662-5409 | greg@northwindpartners.com
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