5 Signals From the Front Range Executive

HuntClub

Market Worth Paying Attention To If You're
Building a Leadership Team in 2026

The Front Range has a well-worn narrative: strong ecosystem, real talent, quality of life, steady growth.

All true. And beside the point.

Underneath the stability, the bar for executive leadership is rising faster than most hiring teams realize. Not because talent disappeared
or capital dried up, but because expectations tightened. The companies that feel ahead right now aren't necessarily hiring more, but
hiring earlier, with sharper intent, and against a clearly defined leadership thesis.

Here are five signals worth paying attention to if you're building a leadership team in 2026.

Colorado’s Executive-Demand Map
(Top 10 Sectors)

. IT / Software / SaaS

. Aerospace / Space / Defense (job postings up 47%

in 2025 — Colorado Chamber)

.- Quantum & Photonics (Front Range's differentiating

asset)
. Energy, ClimateTech & Natural Resources
. Bioscience / Life Sciences
. Healthcare & Wellness
. Fintech / Financial Services
. Broadband / Digital Communications
. Advanced Manufacturing

. Food & Beverage / CPG

SIGNAL 1

Colorado isn't a "Secondary
Market" Anymore... Competing
for Talent Gets Harder

What's Happening

Boulder and Denver are drawing real startup and
scale-up talent, and the region continues climbing in
national tech relevance even as broader hiring has
cooled. Colorado's GDP is projected to grow 2.9% in
2026, outpacing national averages (Leeds School of
Business, CU). Wages are rising faster than the
national average — median full-time salaries in
Colorado grew 6.0% year-over-year in 2025,
compared to 3.4% nationally (Colorado Chamber of
Commerce Foundation, 2026).

CO vs Austin/Seattle/Bay/Chicago:

The Leadership Difference

Bay Area Almegadeals, brutal bar for “pedigree;
heavy technical exec churn

Seattle Enterprise GTM + cloud/security
leadership premium

Austin HQ migration + GTM leaders, strong
founder-led scaling

Chicago Enterprise operators, fintech
infrastructure, later-career executives

Colorado Portfolio economy + deep tech

adjacency + lifestyle arbitrage

What this means for hiring leaders

The market is tight exactly where it matters most: senior operators
and functional leaders who have actually scaled teams, built systems,
and navigated messy growth. These are the same profiles Austin,
Seattle, Chicago, and the Bay Area are recruiting for.

"We'll hire when we need them" is becoming a risky strategy. C-suite
and VP-level searches now routinely take 4—6 months, and
complex or confidential searches can stretch to 9—12 months. The
candidates who can genuinely move the needle aren't looking for
jobs... Odds are, they're already running something important for
someone who wants to keep them.

What we'd pressure-test

Are you constantly building relationships with future leaders before
you have an open role or do you find yourself regularly starting from
cold outreach in a moment of urgency?

SIGNAL 2

Alls Here To Stay

What'’s Happening

In February 2026, Anthropic published data showing
that software engineering accounts for nearly
50% of all Al agent activity on their platform. Dozen
of other functions and verticals claim under 5% of all
agent activity. Healthcare: 1%. Legal: 0.9%.
Finance: 4%. The sectors that dominate the Front
Range executive market, life sciences, fintech,
ClimateTech, professional services, are barely
touched by Al agents. This could be used as a map
of where the next two-three years of competitive
advantage is waiting to be claimed.

What this means for hiring leaders

Executives across sectors are expected to understand and leverage Al,
not just tolerate it. The bar isn't "have you used Al tools?" (the answer
should be yes, by the way.) What the bar actually is: “Do you make better
decisions because of how you use data?"

The leaders who will define the next five years of their industries are the
ones who will treat Al as a strategic capability they personally own.
Meanwhile, it's reported 87% of companies are now using Al in their
hiring process, which means the search process itself is changing,
while human judgment remains the differentiator on fit.

What we'd pressure-test

In the last 90 days, have you personally, not your team, not your CTO,
you, spent meaningful time using Al tools to do real work? If the honest
answer is no, that's where to start.



SIGNAL 3

The Job Description Is Replaced
by the Leadership Roadmap

What'’s Happening

Search has moved from "fill the role" to "build the
leadership roadmap." Boards and CEOs are treating
executive hiring as a strategic activity tied to long-
term value creation instead of a reactive HR task.
That means defining the next 12—36 months of
business problems before writing a job spec.

What this means for hiring leaders

"Relevant experience" is being redefined around stage, pace, and
decision-making vs. not industry logos or title history. The
companies winning the best hires are the ones who can articulate
why this role, why now, and what winning looks like in 18 months.

What we'd pressure-test

Do you have a 12—36 month leadership roadmap for your new
executive, or just ajob description and short list of OKRs for
them to hit?

SIGNAL 4

VC and PE Are Rewarding
Execution, Not Vision

What this means for hiring leaders

Boards are hiring for execution under constraints that reflect real-
world challenges and PE-backed leadership profiles are trending
more operationally and financially rigorous. "Strategic" leaders are
being evaluated on whether they can actually drive change
whereas it might've just been their ability to articulate it in the past.

What'’s Happening

VC and PE are stillinvesting, but the center of gravity has
moved. The market is rewarding measurable execution,
not just vision. Investors want leadership teams who can
translate strategy into operating leverage, margin

: What we'd pressure-test
discipline, and predictable outcomes. This is especially ;

Does your leadership thesis match your capital thesis? If the
next phase requires margin expansion, is your team built for
efficiency, or for growth-at-all-costs?

true in mid-market deals, where value creation lives or
diesin the details.

SIGNAL 5

What this means for hiring leaders

Fractional Leadership Is i
Becoming a Rea| Strategic TOO| Companies are choosing agility over long search cycles.
Investors want progress now, not a potentially perfect hire six

' months from now. Some roles don't need full-time leadership
until the business hits its next milestone, and forcing a full-time
hire prematurely can inadvertently create more risk than the

vacancy itself.

What'’s Happening

Fractional and interim leadership has moved from Plan B
to legitimate operating strategy. Boards and operating
partners are using flexible executives to fill capability
gaps, stabilize functions, and drive transformation without ;
making a long-term bet before the business is ready for
one. In PE portfolio companies especially, where If the next 6—9 months requires a GTM reset, a pricing
leadership change is one of the fastest levers for : overhaul, or a data/Al build, is a fractional executive while
resetting strategy, speed of access to the right operator ; youruna full search the smarter move?

often matters more than permanence. '

What we'd pressure-test

Where This Leaves Us

A few questions worth asking yourself:

Do you have a clear 12—36 month leadership roadmap,
or just openroles?

The companies that feel ahead in 2026 got there
by hiring earlier, against a defined thesis, and with
an honest read of what the next phase actually

requires. Are you calibrating exec hires against the next phase

of the business, not the last?
The leadership bar in our backyard is rising faster

than most teams realize. In 2025, Colorado's job
market cooled — 51,200 fewer jobs were
created than originally estimated (BLS
benchmark revision). Senior hiring timelines are
stretching. Competition for the operators who've
actually built things is as fierce as it's ever been.

Are you building relationships with future leaders
before you need them?

Does your leadership thesis match your capital thesis?

Are you open to modular leadership where
speed matters more than permanence?

So. What will you do with these signals?
If even one of those gives you pause... that's where the work is.

Hunt Club is the executive recruiting partner mid-market private equity firms and their high-growth
portfolio companies trust to identify and secure the right leaders — sourcing talent beyond the reach
of traditional recruiters and securing leaders who build stronger, more successful companies.

HuntClub

Learn more at huntclub.com
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