




needed to round out candidates’ executive qualifications 
and broaden their corporate insight.

As the actual transition approaches, the board should 
evaluate the development progress, review the business 
results each candidate has achieved and reassess each in-
dividual’s fit with future business challenges. The board 
should then choose a successor and take formal action 
to pave the way for the transition, such as promote the 
successor to a second-in-command role such as COO or 
president and/or publicly announce the transition.

Of course, things don’t always go as expected, and suc-
cession planning needs to take this into account. Here 
are two unplanned CEO scenarios to consider, along 
with advice on how to deal with each situation:

•�The CEO is incapacitated. Incapacitation is one of 
the most common complications in CEO transitions. 
A CEO may suffer a stroke, heart attack or worse and 
end up unable to perform the duties of the office. Con-
sider the assassination of President John F. Kennedy 
in 1963, for example. In this case, the Constitution 
stipulated the immediate succession of Vice Presi-
dent Lyndon B. Johnson, and an orderly transition of 
presidential power took place. In an atmosphere of 
tremendous uncertainty, order at the top was ensured 
via thoughtful pre-planning.

Companies also need to have com-
prehensive plans in place to avoid 
employee and investor uncertainty in 
times of tragedy. Sometimes, the can-
didate who has been groomed for the 
role is ready and the course of action 
is clear. In other situations, compa-
nies rely on an interim individual to 
serve as CEO until a permanent re-
placement is named. The naming of 
the interim CEO in these cases should 
come as no surprise to those inside or 
outside the company.

• �The CEO needs to be removed involuntarily. In 
1973, the United States experienced the most acute 
Constitutional crisis in its history when President 
Richard Nixon neared impeachment for the Wa-
tergate scandal. While Nixon resigned to avoid 
impeachment, the process — to forcefully remove 
him from office if necessary — worked as intended. 
While tumultuous, order in the presidential transi-
tion process was maintained because the government 
had a clear process to follow.

In the corporate world, CEOs occasionally are forced 
out due to factors such as shareholder unrest, weak 
performance or personal legal problems. Boards of 
directors need to have a defined process for these 
situations to avoid uncertainty and maintain their 
authority over the CEO position.

Successful Transition
Ensuring a successful top leadership transition doesn’t 
end once the public announcement is made. As has be-
come vogue in presidential politics, a coordinated effort 
to establish the new individual’s credibility often is un-
dertaken during the first 100 days, about the length of 
the first fiscal quarter after the switch. 
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At the heart of this effort is rapid identification of what 
is most critical in the short term, while simultaneously 
laying the foundation for long-term success. Consider 
five agendas to bring structure to this process:

• ��Leadership agenda: Set the tone for leadership and 
demonstrate organizational savvy.

•�� �Business agenda: Define strategic priorities and 
outline short- and long-term action plans to accom-
plish results.

•	 �Relationship agenda: Establish positive working 
relationships with key stakeholders; network and 
build relationships to ensure long-term success.

•	 �Personal agenda: Manage time and priorities and 
maintain motivation and focus.

•	 �Learning agenda: Identify strengths and weak-
nesses and establish a development plan to build 
capabilities as needed.

To see this process in action, consider Bill, a 20-year em-
ployee of a rapidly growing company, who assumes the 
role of CEO. While the company’s board feels he was the 
most viable candidate, it knows there are some risks. 
Bill’s leadership style is collaborative, but the board is 
concerned he might be perceived as too informal and not 
“tough enough.” The board also feels Bill can be overly 
detail-oriented, running the risk of not being strategic 
enough to facilitate the company’s continued success. 

The board offers Bill coaching built around the afore-
mentioned five agendas to help him come up to speed 
quickly on the demands of the CEO position. This 
coaching also helps Bill determine what skills he may 
need to leave behind.

Bill and his coach see an immediate challenge on the re-
lationship agenda. The two other employees passed over 
for the CEO slot have some resentment over the decision 
and need to be re-engaged to prevent the company from 
losing their collective talents and experience. Bill and 
the board are able to convey these individuals’ ongoing 
value to the organization, and they decide to stay.

Weeks and months pass. Bill presents an updated 
corporate vision during visits to the company’s five 
facilities around the globe (leadership agenda), meets 
with key customers and elected officials to establish 

personal relationships (relationship agenda), works 
with his coach to adopt a more formal approach and 
strengthen his leadership style (learning agenda) and 
adopts a healthier lifestyle and addresses work-life bal-
ance (personal agenda).

Nine months after Bill’s appointment, the results are in. 
He has exceeded all financial goals, retained the entire 
leadership team, visited each of the company’s global fa-
cilities and raised visibility for himself and his company 
among community officials. The board has great confi-
dence in him as CEO, and employees, investors and the 
media have applauded an orderly changing of the guard.

A Word on Retention
No look at successful transition at the top would be 
complete without addressing the issue of retention. Cor-
porations need to do all they can to keep newly appointed 
leaders of all stripes on-board at least long enough to re-
coup investments made in the transition process. 

Effective strategies here may be surprising. Accord-
ing to Personnel Decisions International research, top 
performers often consider intangible elements, such 
as belief in the organization’s mission and stimulating 
and engaging work, more important than traditional 
perks such as compensation, bonus structures and pay 
for performance.

Companies must not assume they know what motivates 
their leaders. They should have individual discussions 
with these leaders about what work they find challeng-
ing and stimulating, what work they wish they could 
do and what experiences they want to have. Compa-
nies also should discuss what work-life balance means 
with each leader. 

Acting on insights gained through such discussions will 
boost feelings of loyalty by conveying the value the or-
ganization puts on each individual’s career satisfaction 
and continued commitment to the organization. 

Stu Crandell is senior vice president and global practice leader 
of leadership assessment at Personnel Decisions International, 
a talent management solutions provider. He can be reached at 
Stu.Crandell@personneldecisions.com.
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• Willingness to be held accountable to translate
their high potential into high performance.

Companies should support those who take initiative,
promote a learning culture that encourages develop-
ment for everyone and talk frequently, openly and
candidly about perform-
ance. As careers move
forward, relevant train-
ing and candid feedback
need to continue. If an
employee’s performance
is poor, focus on diagnos-
ing and remedying per-
formance problems. For
those who are strong
performers, recognize
and reward their per-
formance, work on a
plan to sustain and
strengthen it, and talk to
these individuals about
their next role or assign-
ment. Help them develop
and hone the skills they
need by giving them
tasks that stretch them
or that require new skills
or new abilities. Help
them acquire the experi-
ences they need, and
provide opportunities for
real-world practice. And
finally, map each indi-
vidual’s specific
strengths and abilities
against the talent road
map you’ll need to rely
on when succession in critical leadership positions
becomes an issue.

Mapping Your Existing 
T a l en t Bench Strength
While continuously assessing potential and helping
to translate that potential into the performance
needed for given key positions, many companies
find they operate in silos. For example, a fast-grow-
ing division may need more managers, but those
doing the hiring have no way of knowing who out-
side their division has the talent, potential or capa-
bilities to fill these roles. So, how does one effective-
ly identify and track employee development across
business functions, geographic areas or very large
employee pools? This problem often has no immedi-
ate overall solution.

But, to map talent and make better talent manage-
ment decisions, human resources managers do need
to leverage all of the accumulated information
about individuals and their competencies.

Companies often find it difficult to integrate various
human resources management programs, whether
they are basic personnel, payroll and benefits pro-
grams, or niche programs, such as performance
management and career development. The pro-
grams may come from different vendors, or they

may track data in dif-
ferent ways. Whatever
the case, they do not
“talk to each other.”

To meet the need for
coordinated leverage,
many companies devel-
op practical, intuitive
online tools that create,
track and organize hun-
dreds of competency
models in order to more
completely map existing
talent. Such tools would
further enable human
resources managers to
systematically make
better talent decisions
and put the right people
in the right leadership
positions to help
address key business
challenges.

The Road Ahead
A 2005 study by the
Corporate Leadership
Council found most
companies predict there
will be an increase in
leadership vacancies

over the next three to five years, and 76 percent of
these companies are not highly confident they have
the means to staff these positions. Similarly, a 2003
study found that while 90 percent of companies say
succession management is a top priority, only 6 per-
cent were confident their systems would be able to
successfully meet the challenge when needed.

Competition for talent, especially executive talent,
is fierce and expected to get fiercer — and that
means talented leaders will command higher and
higher compensation. Organizations that lack their
own internal source of leaders will find it especial-
ly difficult and increasingly costly to attract and
develop leaders from the outside. By mapping exist-
ing talent against key business needs, smart compa-
nies can create real competitive advantage.

Brian Davis, Ph.D., is an executive vice president at
Personnel Decisions International, a Minneapolis-based
global human resources consulting firm. He can be
reached at Brian.Davis@personneldecisions.com.
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Personnel Decisions International (PDI) is a global leadership consulting firm with distinctive expertise in building leadership talent that provides our
clients with real competitive advantage. Tapping over 750 team members in 30 offices around the globe, we partner with the world’s leading organiza-
tions, enabling them to make consistently effective talent decisions about leaders.We help clients identify, develop, and deploy superior leaders by using
field-tested strategies and tools that are unique in the industry. Our aim is simple — providing clients with the well-placed confidence that their current
and future leaders are distinctively stronger than their competition, resulting in sustained, superior performance.

Visit PDI at www.personneldecisions.com.
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Personnel Decisions International (PDI) is the premier global leadership solutions company with distinctive expertise in accelerating leadership effec-
tiveness to maximize organizational performance. We have more than 40 years of experience in helping clients identify, manage, develop, and promote 
superior leaders across all levels of the organization. PDI uses a unique combination of innovative, field-tested strategies; state-of-the-art technology; and 
proven processes to tailor specific solutions for our clients.

Visit PDI at www.personneldecisions.com.


