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hen he was in college, Jean-Pierre 
(“J.P.”) Sakey gained national recognition as an 
ace deliberator, winning four national inter-
collegiate debate titles and even co-authoring 
three handbooks on college debating. So he 
knows how to approach a position from both 
sides. But not even Sakey could argue against 
the successful transformation he’s engineered 
as president and chief executive offi  cer of 
Headway, a Raleigh-based human resources 
management and staffi  ng fi rm.

Sakey was initially brought in as a turn-
around CEO in 2003, when Headway was go-
ing through bankruptcy, partly as a result of 
acquiring too much debt when it went public. 
Within 18 months, Sakey and his investors and 
management team took the company out of 
bankruptcy, built a solid balance sheet, wiped 
away the debt and overhauled the company’s 
business model — all without losing a single 
client. Not surprisingly, the company’s board 
asked him to remain in the C-suite. 

Sakey’s next move was to relocate the com-
pany from New York City, where it was founded 
30 years ago as the Irene Cohen Personnel Agen-
cy, to Raleigh, in part to be closer to a big client 
(Sakey wouldn’t name the company). For the 
past year Sakey and his team of 70 headquarters 
employees have been enjoying the view from 
the 10th fl oor of the Bank of America building 
on newly reopened Fayetteville Street. 

And even though he has the pedigree 
of a world traveler and military kid — he 
was born on a Navy base in Morocco, went 
to high school in Florida, spent much of his 
career in Pittsburgh and has traveled exten-
sively — Sakey has close ties to North Caro-
lina. His wife, Eileen Harris Sakey, a psycho-
therapist, is a UNC-Chapel Hill alum, and the 
couple said their vows in Chapel Hill. Their 
elder child is a student at UNC-Greensboro. 
And Sakey is the principal of Chapel Hill 
Partners, a hedge fund.

Unlike most executives who are brought 
in to resuscitate an ailing company, the 54-
year-old Sakey has put down roots. “I always 
like it when my head and my heart can be in 
the same place, and that’s how it feels right 
now,” he said.

He said although he’s committed to 
growing Headway — “growth is in our 
DNA” — it will likely be organic growth. 
That’s despite the fact that he’s an expert at 
acquiring companies. But he doesn’t want 
to lose what he believes sets Headway apart 
from the competition.

“I think there are several things that 
people notice about us,” he said. “One is our 
extraordinary dedication to solving prob-
lems and the other is our commitment to fol-
low-up, which is almost obsessive.

Headway has 3,000 employees nation-

wide and about 12,500 temporaries on as-
signment per year. Over the past three years, 
the company has placed 30,000 people in 
temporary and permanent positions and is 
considered one of the top 100 staffi  ng com-
panies in the country.

From Duff  Meyercord’s perspective, 
Headway’s future is all blue sky. “J.P., while 
clearly an operations guy, is also skilled at 
sales, marketing and new-horizons think-
ing,” said Meyercord, who is chairman of 
the Headway board. “And he’s an enormous-
ly positive person.”

From his offi  ce overlooking the construc-
tion site of the new Raleigh Convention Cen-
ter — his walls eclectically decorated with 
black and white photos of Tibetan villagers 
and a colorful pop-art painting of Albert Ein-
stein driving a red sports car — Sakey recent-
ly shared his business and industry insights 
and personal story.

While attending West Georgia College 
in Carrollton in the early-to-mid 1970s, Sakey 
majored in communication, took political 
science courses — former House Speaker Newt 
Gingrich was one of his professors — and ex-
celled as a debater. His goal: law school. But 
when he received his degree, he felt inspired to 
make a contribution to society. After all, thou-
sands of young men just a few years older than 
he had been leaving for — and sometimes not 
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returning from — Vietnam. He briefl y con-
sidered the Peace Corps, but then took a job 
with the Eckerd Foundation in Florida as a 
counselor for a program that took emotionally 
disturbed children into the wilderness. For 
Sakey, it was a life-changing experience. He 
met his wife — she was a program developer 
— and began his lifelong interest in children 
and children’s issues. Oh, and he almost suc-
cumbed to hypothermia one time.

“On a particularly diffi  cult day as a 
wilderness counselor, I spent over 12 hours 
in a freezing cold, fl ash-fl ood riv-
er situation saving a child’s life,” 
Sakey said.

After his experience with 
the foundation, Sakey spent 
several more years at a Pitts-
burgh-based nonprofi t that also 
treated troubled kids. Few who 
knew him realized that Sakey’s 
fi nancial acumen was just as im-
pressive as his counseling skills. 
Inspired by a book called The 
Money Masters, which profi led 
such fi nancial luminaries as 
Bernard Baruch, Warren Buff et, 
John Templeton and T. Rowe 
Price, Sakey decided to try his 
hand as an investment banker. 
He joined Paine Webber in New 
York, where he quickly proved 
that he knew how to use money 
to make money.

Sakey’s fi rst foray into the hu-
man resources sector came when 
he served as chairman and CEO 
of SPEC Group Holdings, which 
provided outsourcing solutions for 
energy companies and utilities. In 
1994, he led the management buy-
out of the company and helped 
grow the business more than ten-
fold before selling to TMP World-
wide, the parent company of Mon-
ster.com, where he spent a couple 
of years growing its eResourcing 
Americas division.

Although Headway has two 
distinct off erings — staffi  ng and human 
resources management services — Sakey 
speaks most passionately about what it 
takes to be a good employee. A commit-
ment to lifelong learning, even if it’s learn-
ing how to sail or do yoga or speak French, 
should be on every employee’s agenda.

“The number one thing that all job 
seekers and current employees should be 

doing is self-educating,” he said. “Jobs 
are more and more about problem solving 
— applying learning to a situation — re-
gardless of your fi eld.”

He also counsels candidates not to be 
too concerned about having multiple em-
ployers on their resume. “The most impor-
tant trend we’re going to see is that people 
will work for a number of companies in 
their lifetimes,” Sakey said. “Companies 
are starting to think of their world as more 
project-oriented than position-oriented. 

Now, the projects may be fi ve years long, 
but they’re still projects rather than posi-
tions. So in some cases, it’s an asset to have 
several companies (on your resume).”

Colleague Peter Johnson, who runs 
Headway’s newly launched Life Sciences 
division, which helps fi ll a range of po-
sitions for life sciences companies, isn’t 
surprised by Sakey’s interests in helping 

people develop their talents. Johnson said 
that in a forthcoming book by author and 
consultant David Snyder, Sakey calls the 
search profession “noble.” 

“J.P. thinks there is really no better way 
of helping people than to help them become 
fulfi lled, whatever their level — whether 
they’re a manager of a mall kiosk or a CEO,” 
said Johnson. “It’s about caring about the 
person you’re counseling and helping.”

Sakey manages to stay in touch with 
his human side while winning at the ne-

gotiating table, Johnson ob-
served. “J.P. is a very para-
doxical guy,” he said. “On the 
one hand, he’s as strong a busi-
nessman as you’re ever going 
to meet, and focused on ob-
jectives. But he has this other, 
personable side that recognizes 
his intensity and goes out of 
his way to appreciate people.”

Johnson said Sakey re-
cently showed his apprecia-
tion for his work by present-
ing him with a brand-new bag 
of golf clubs. Of course, the 
clubs could also have been 
Sakey’s subtle way of encour-
aging Johnson to improve his 
golf game, which isn’t on a par 
with his own. Golf is one of 
Sakey’s passions.

Another is reading — not 
surprising, since he coun-
sels job seekers to bone up on 
theirs. “I’m a fanatical reader,” 
he said. “I often have two 
books going at one time. My 
two favorite genres are biogra-
phies and interesting fi ction.”

Although Sakey and his 
wife — their two children are 
away at college — are still ad-
justing to life in Raleigh and 
haven’t committed to much 
civic work yet, Sakey is an ac-
tive member of the board of the 
North Carolina Chamber. He 

and Eileen also remain committed to causes 
that benefi t education and children. “Those 
issues are near and dear to our heart,” he 
said. “All of us should always be thinking 
about what we can do to help young people 
and give them a good foundation. I am par-
ticularly focused on getting the message out 
to children on the value of becoming a mo-
tivated self-learner.”
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