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FUNDAMENTALS1 

Effective Succession Planning 
How to design and implement a successful succession plan. 

By Michelle Harrison, 
Tom McKinnon, and Paul Terry 

COMPANIES value succession p lanning 

to varying degrees. Some organizations 

h a v e h a d a s t r u c t u r e d s u c c e s s i o n 

p rocess in p lace for 50 yea r s or more , 

while in other companies, t he executive 

l e a d e r s h i p b e l i e v e s t h a t a f o r m a l 

process is no t necessary. 

Even so, t h e p r o f u s i o n of a r t i c les , 

books, and confe rences on t h e subject 

clearly indica tes a he igh tened in teres t 

in succession planning. In a recent sur-

v e y c o n d u c t e d by N o v a t i o n s Group , 

60 percent of r e sponden t s reported us-

i n g s o m e t y p e of f o r m a l s u c c e s s i o n 

plan. However, despi te all t h e interest , 

m o s t o r g a n i z a t i o n s still h a v e t r o u b l e 

giving a c lear desc r ip t ion of e f fec t ive 

succession planning. 

T h e t e r m " s u c c e s s i o n p l a n n i n g " 

refers to a systematic process of devel-

op ing i n d i v i d u a l s to fill an o rgan iza -

t i o n ' s k e y ro l e s . W h e n a p r o d u c t i v e 

succession plan exists, t he organization 

will have a suff icient n u m b e r of quali-

fied individuals to fill key positions. In-

d i v i d u a l s on t h e p l a n a r e t y p i c a l l y 

identified in t e rms of their readiness to 

fill specif ied roles wi th in a given t i m e 

period. Succession p lanning should not 

b e c o n f u s e d w i t h r e p l a c e m e n t p l an -

n i n g , w h i c h p r o v i d e s f o r t e m p o r a r y 

p l a c e m e n t in key p o s i t i o n s w h e n a n 

unexpected vacancy occurs. 

Success ion p l ann ing is m o r e abou t 

developing candidates for success than 

i d e n t i f y i n g t h o s e w h o a re co inc iden-

tally p r e p a r e d . F u r t h e r m o r e , g rowing 

ta lent within organizat ions yields lead-

e r s w h o , t h r o u g h t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l 

k n o w l e d g e a n d e x p e r i e n c e in t h e or-

g a n i z a t i o n , h a v e e a r n e d t h e t r u s t of 

t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d a re m o r e l ikely 

to be accepted as knowledgeable, capa-

ble leaders. 

Robust deve lopment should involve 

Characteristics of Success 

STAGE 1 
contributing 
dependency 

• Willingly accepts 
supervision 

• Demonstrates 
success on a portion 
of a larger project 
or task 

• Masters basic and 
routine tasks 

• Shows "directed" 
creativity and initiative 

• Performs well 
undertime and 
budget pressure 

• Learns how "we" 
do things 

Source: Novations 

STAGE 2 
contributing 

independently 

• Assumes responsi-
bility for definable 
projects 

• Relies less on 
supervision; works 
independently and 
produces significant 
results 

• Increases in 
technical expertise 
and ability 

• Develops credibility 
and a reputation 

• Builds a strong 
internal network of 
relationships 

STAGE 3 
contributing 

through others 

• Increases in 
technical breadth 

• Develops broad 
business perspective 

• Stimulates others 
through ideas and 
knowledge 

• Functions as coach, 
mentor, or idea leader 
in developing others 

• Represents the 
organization effective-
ly to clients and 
external groups 

• Builds a strong 
internal and external 
network 

p l a n n e d e x p e r i e n c e s i n t e g r a t e d w i t h 

critical work objectives or assignments , 

regular dialogue with appropriate m a n -

a g e m e n t or c o a c h e s , a n d c lea r m a n -

d a t e s for i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . Too o f t en , 

individual development p lanning at t he 

senior levels is abs t rac t or absent . It is 

of ten a s s u m e d t h a t senior leaders jus t 

develop or l e am independent ly with lit-

tle support and coaching. 

Set of criteria 
Several f ac to rs h a v e caused organiza-

t ions a r o u n d t h e globe to t ake a f r e sh 

look at their practices, including chang-

ing demographics , cost-cut t ing efforts, 

a lack of prepared successors, and viola-

t ions of t rus t b e t w e e n t h e C su i te and 

e x t e r n a l b o a r d m e m b e r s t o i d e n t i f y 

qualified replacements . 

Given these a fo r emen t ioned condi-

t i o n s a n d t h e i m p o r t a n c e of t h e ou t -

c o m e s of t h e s u c c e s s i o n p l a n , i t is 

STAGE 4 
contributing 
strategically 

• Provides direction 
to the organization 

• Defines or drives 
critical business 
opportunities and 
needs 

• Exercises power 
responsibly 

• Obtains essential 
resources 

• Sponsors promising 
individuals to prepare 
them for leadership 
roles 

• Represents the 
organization on criti-
cal strategic issues 

critical for organizations to have a well-

d e f i n e d p r o c e s s in p l a c e . T h e p l a n 

m u s t adhere to the organizat ion 's defi-

ni t ion of critical l eadersh ip capability. 

Succession plan criteria should include 

e x a m p l e s of p rev ious success in criti-

cal operat ional exper iences as well as a 

c o n s i s t e n t d e m o n s t r a t i o n of specif ic , 

r e l e v a n t , a n d o b s e r v a b l e b e h a v i o r s 

t ha t are d e e m e d necessary for organi-

zational success. 

Additionally, succession p lans m u s t 

g u i d e i n d i v i d u a l d e v e l o p m e n t f o r 

those on t h e plan. Individuals respon-

sible fo r s u c c e s s i o n p l a n n i n g s h o u l d 

have wel l -def ined roles and respons i -

bilities. Just as impor tan t , t he plan and 

i t s e f f e c t i v e n e s s s h o u l d b e r e v i e w e d 

regularly. 

Strong succession planning m u s t as-

s e s s w h e t h e r t h e i n d i v i d u a l d e m o n -

s t r a t e s t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s core c o m -

petencies, and whe the r she consistent-
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ly behaves in accordance with stated val-

ues and principles. 

One question that might arise is how 

current pe r fo rmance should inf luence 

t h e l ine of success ion . First, any per-

formance data used mus t recognize the 

sustained contribution of the individual. 

One incident of success or failure is not 

an adequa te defense for p lacement on 

or r e m o v a l f r o m t h e p l a n . Second , 

performance criteria should be as objec-

t ive as poss ib le and inc lude mu l t i p l e 

v iewpoints and a variety of data, such 

as assessments , pe r fo rmance reviews, 

and observations. 

It is highly recommended that perfor-
mance be given equal or greater weight 

than the less objective criteria of "poten-

tial," wh ich m a n y o r g a n i z a t i o n s rely 

upon. Past behavior is an excellent pre-

dictor of fu tu re per formance , and this 

is especia l ly t rue in l e a d e r s h i p roles . 

Seventy-seven pe rcen t of Novat ions ' s 

survey r e sponden t s indicated tha t as-

sessments of potential are used to place 

individuals on the succession plan. 

Consistent assessment 
In order to assess individuals ' cur rent 

skills, values, and principles, most orga-

nizat ions identif ied core or leadership 

competencies. If these competencies are 
not carefully identif ied and described, 

the success of the succession planning 

process can be jeopardized. 
Success in an individual's career oc-

curs when individual behaviors ma tch 

organizational expectations. While spe-

cific competencies may vary from role to 

role, there should be a consistent set of 

criteria on which to base selection, de-

velopment, and leadership assessment. 

At t h e ind iv idua l level, a po t en t i a l 

or r ead ines s a s s e s s m e n t may cons is t 
of one or more of several familiar tools, 

i n c l u d i n g 3 6 0 - d e g r e e d e v e l o p m e n t 

f e e d b a c k s u r v e y s t h a t a r e b a s e d on 

an o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s se t of l e a d e r s h i p 
competencies , in terv iews and assess-

m e n t s c o n d u c t e d by an i n d u s t r i a l 

psychologist , and a s s e s s m e n t centers 
w h e r e individuals pe r fo rm s t ruc tured 

e x e r c i s e s a n d a r e g iven i n d i v i d u a l 

f e e d b a c k on t h e i r p e r f o r m a n c e by 
trained observers. 

The goal of each of these methods is 
to gauge a person's readiness to take on 

a d d i t i o n a l l e a d e r s h i p r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
through observation or a comparison of 

the individual to a psychological profile 

of successful leaders. Such assessments 

can provide additional data for decision 

making regarding the individual's devel-

opment . Assessmen t s m u s t be carried 

out by highly trained individuals. Also, 

cons ide r a t i on shou ld be given to t h e 

design to ensure tha t t he a s se s smen t s 

are valid—that they indeed measure the 

behaviors that are needed by leaders in 

the organization. 
Forty percent of the Novations survey 

r e s p o n d e n t s indicated t h a t every em-

ployee in the organization has a develop-

men t plan, regardless of their inclusion 

on t h e succes s ion p lan . A lmos t one-

third of respondents noted that those on 
the succession plan have profess ional 

development plans that are regularly re-

viewed for actions and progress. 

In t h e su rvey , only 1 p e r c e n t of 

r e s p o n d e n t s indica ted t h a t t he board 
of d i r e c t o r s is a c c o u n t a b l e for l ead-

ing t h e success ion p l a n n i n g process , 

while 50 percent noted tha t the senior 

h u m a n resources executive is account-

able. Fifteen percen t repor ted tha t the 
president or CEO is responsible for lead-

ing the process. 
Board members have a responsibility 

to the stakeholders who elect them to as-

sure that there is a pipeline of qualified, 

diverse candidates to replace key man-

agement team members. Board members 

need to be exposed to the leading candi-
dates so they can develop a personal point 

of view. Annual reviews of candidates for 

C suite replacements are also necessary 

for board members to fulfill their respon-

sibilities regarding succession planning. 

Plan ownership 
The CEO or COO m u s t own the succes-

sion p lanning process and results . His 

role is to ensure that the process consid-

ers all employees and utilizes the afore-

mentioned succession criteria instead of 

relying upon personal relationships be-

tween nominators and candidates. 

The h u m a n r e sou rce s d e p a r t m e n t 

should be responsible for the design of 

the succession planning process and for 

policing the legitimacy of its implemen-
tation. It should serve as the agent and 

consc i ence of t h e board and CEO. HR 

staff m u s t also e n s u r e t h a t t h e r e is a 

pipeline of diverse individuals who will 

c o m p l e m e n t l eadersh ip t e a m compe-
t e n c i e s a n d c a p a b i l i t i e s . HR s h o u l d 

s t ruc tu re f o r u m s for execut ives to re-

view candidates ' job pe r fo rmance and 

behaviors. A senior HR executive should 

also address any apparent favoritism or 

exclusion and return the focus to stage-

appropriate behaviors. 

Employees should shoulder responsi-

bility in the process. They own their de-

ve lopment and are accountable to use 

t h e ful ly disclosed c o m p e t e n c i e s and 

s taged behav io r s to se t d e v e l o p m e n t 

goals. Employees should know that they 

m u s t demons t r a t e appropr ia te behav-

iors in order to progress on the succes-

sion p lan or con t inue con t r ibu t ing to 

meet organizational expectations. 
A regular evaluat ion of t he succes-

sion plan and process should include a 

t h o r o u g h review of t h e peop le in t h e 

plan, their demographics development 

p r o g r e s s , c u r r e n t p e r f o r m a n c e , a n d 

r e c e n t a s s i g n m e n t s . Surpr is ingly , 70 
percent of the Novations survey respon-

den t s do not m e a s u r e effect iveness of 

their succession planning process. 

T h e r e s u l t s of t h e p l a n s h o u l d be 

measured using key metrics, such as the 

number of people on the succession plan 

p laced in key pos i t i ons over t h e p a s t 

period, the strength of leadership move-

m e n t onto and attrition f rom the plan, 
and changes in the "ready now" status— 

especially for women and minorities. 
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