
By Scott Eblin

RESEARCH CONDUCTED over the past
10 years has shown that as many as 60
percent of new executives fail within 18
months of taking their jobs. All too of-
ten, those new executive leaders find
that while the expectations of them at
their new level are high, they are rarely
explicitly stated. That disconnect in
communication places workplace learn-
ing and human resource professionals
in a pivotal role to help new executives
successfully grasp and respond to high-
er expectations.

New executives commonly respond
to the pressure by doing more of what
has made them successful in the past.
Unfortunately, at the executive level, the
skills and knowledge that got them the
job won’t necessarily keep them in it.

As an executive coach, I regularly
work with clients who are challenged to
let go of comfortable behaviors and in-
stead adopt new behaviors that are re-
quired of them as executive leaders. For
example, I am currently advising a bril-
liant scientist who, at the vice president
level, has moved from doing research to
leading several teams responsible for re-
search and development. Early on in his
new role, he told me that he felt a bit un-
settled and would ask himself on the
drive home, “What did I do all day?” In-
stead of working in the lab, he attended
meetings to learn about what the people
in the lab were doing. Several months
later, however, he built support for a
product launch by setting aside his tech-
nical knowledge to focus on leading his
team and building peer relationships.

I asked more than two dozen sea-
soned and successful executives to 
provide their insights about the behav-
iors and mindsets that executives need
to “pick up” and “let go” of to meet a new

set of expectations. Here is what several
had to say.

Build a presence
The first challenge for new executives 
is to quit relying on the technical 
knowledge or functional skills that have
been the foundation of their success.
To succeed at the next level, they must
replace that comfort zone with an un-
derstanding of the broader work that
executives are expected to do. Work-
place learning and performance profes-
sionals can help them do that through
individual and group coaching, which
creates opportunities for new execu-
tives to assess what is needed and ad-
just their behaviors to demonstrate
greater executive presence.

Executive presence is a frequently used,
but not well-defined term. The execu-
tives interviewed were asked how they
would coach newly appointed execu-
tives to make a successful transition into
their new roles. An analysis of those in-
terviews revealed three distinct cate-
gories of executive presence—personal
presence, team presence, and organiza-
tional presence—and three pairs of be-
haviors to adopt or quit in each of those
categories.The table on page 58 presents
a snapshot of how these elements of ex-
ecutive presence fit together. WLP pro-
fessionals supporting new executives
can use this table to help diagnose the
executive’s strengths as well as develop-
mental opportunities. Let’s take an in-
depth look at each of those components.
Personal presence is the foundation of ex-
ecutive leadership and starts with the
individual picking up confidence that
she can contribute at the next level and
letting go of doubt about how. Jason Jef-
fay, a partner with Hewitt Associates’
leadership development practice notes
that “most people have more ability

than confidence.” Jeffay says he coun-
sels new executives to “know that 
you are where you are…because you
should be in that role. So you neither
have to formally prove yourself, nor 
be intimidated.”

In a fast-paced environment, suc-
cessful executives enhance their per-
sonal presence by regularly renewing
their energy and perspective and letting
go of the temptation to run until they
crash. Ron Heifetz, a professor at Har-
vard University and the author of Leader-
ship Without Easy Answers, believes that
leaders need to regularly “get up on the 
balcony.” He explains: As a leader, it’s
easy to find yourself down on the dance
floor where all you can see is your part-
ner and maybe a few of the dancers
around you. When you take the time,
however, to leave the dance floor and get
up on the balcony, you can get a perspec-
tive on everything that is going on. You
see the patterns that sweep across the
floor, and you see who is dancing well
and who is struggling. After you regain
perspective, you can then return to the
floor and apply your attention where it is
needed the most.

The third component of personal
presence is to connect with diverse
stakeholders by using a custom-fit ap-
proach to communication instead of a
one-size-fits-all communication style. A
key behavior of custom-fit communica-
tions is to tune into the needs of specific
audiences. As an example, Ed Sannini, a
managing director at Morgan Stanley, ex-
plains: “When you go to a senior execu-
tive presentation, their expectation is for
you to tell them what it means, not how
you put the answer together.”A common
mistake that new executives make is to
focus too much on how they came to
their conclusions. Doing that, they run
the risk of getting labeled as someone
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who, when asked the time, explains how
to build a watch.
Team presence captures the behaviors that
executives need to exhibit to leverage the
potential of their functional teams. The
starting point for team presence is for the
new executive to develop a reliance on
the team instead of himself. Steve Line-
han, a senior vice president with Capital
One, learned the importance of team re-
liance in a senior management role with
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corpora-
tion earlier in his career. “I was very much
a control freak… (but) I began to delegate
work. The biggest thing for me was ac-
cepting that the work was good. It might
not have been the way I would have done
it, but it was really good. Accepting that
was incredibly liberating. From that point
on, I think I began to accelerate.”

Executives need to adopt two more be-
haviors in the domain of team presence
to delegate effectively. First, they need to
pick up the habit of defining what to do
while letting go of their tendency of
telling how to do it. They also need to ac-
cept accountability for many results and
let go of responsibility for a few results.
Organizational presence can be the most
overlooked and least understood aspect
of executive presence. Many new execu-
tives initially fail to recognize that with

their promotion to the executive ranks,
they are part of at least two teams: the
functional team that they are responsible
for and the leadership team of the broad-
er organization. The first habit that exec-
utives have to adopt to build their
organizational presence is to look left and
right, rather than primarily up and down,
as they lead.

Challenged with broader business re-
sponsibilities, new leaders need to
strengthen their peripheral vision by
paying more attention to what their
peers are doing. Donna Morea, the presi-
dent of information systems integrator
CGI-AMS, offers this counsel to new 
executive-team arrivals:

“The one thing I would do, if I were
new to a team, is meet with every single
person on that team to understand who
they are and where they are. What I
would not do is come to my first execu-
tive team meeting and start stabbing
around about the issues, without know-
ing much history or much about the dy-
namics of the team.”

While new executives need to take
steps to build bonds with their peers,
they must also establish themselves as
equal players at the table. To illustrate
that point, I share this story from Jay
Marmer, senior vice president of Norsk

Hydro Aluminum NA:
“Earlier in my career, I was working in

an organization at General Electric where
I was the junior guy on the management
team. One guy was a former professor at
Princeton and the other was running a big
part of the business. Both were extremely
intelligent, but overwhelming. I remem-
ber my boss telling me, ‘Whenever you get
in a meeting with these guys and they lay
four or five things on you to do, you come
back and give them one or two things that
they have to do.’

“I did that and it really formed a part-
nership where we were dependent upon
each other—as opposed to them just
dumping on me. It highlighted for me 
the concept of working together for a
shared result.”

To further establish themselves as
leaders with organizational presence, ex-
ecutives must show that they have
changed perspectives—from an outside-
in view of the organization to an inside-
out view of their function. That can be 
a challenging shift. Avon Product’s senior
vice president of human resources, Lu-
cien Alziari, summarizes the required
mind-set as “business first, function sec-
ond.” Alziari believes that people need to
think about the business as a whole and
then about how their function supports
the business. “It isn’t about getting the
best functional agenda. It’s about getting
the right agenda to support the business
as a whole,” he says.

The third aspect of organizational
presence is for new executives to think
strategically about picking up a bigger
view of their role, and letting go of the
idea that they can operate effectively
with a small footprint. They need to un-
derstand that an executive is under con-
stant observation. Steve Rippe, a retired
United States Army major general and
current chief operations officer of the
Protestant Episcopal Cathedral Founda-
tion, shares an Army aphorism that
should remind leaders of their visibility
and exposure: “The further up the flag
pole you climb, the more your rear end
shows.” Because their words have a high-
er degree of impact on and in the organi-
zation, executives need to always think
before they speak.
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The next level leadership model 
of executive presence

Pick Up Let Go Of

Personal
Presence

Team 
Presence

Organizational

Confidence in your presence Doubt in how you contribute

Regular renewal of your energy Running until you crash
and perspective

Custom-fit communications One-size-fits-all communications

Team reliance Self reliance

Defining what to do Telling how to do it

Accountability for many results Responsibility for a few results

Looking left and right as you lead Primarily looking up and down 
as you lead

An outside-in view of the entire organization An inside-out  view of your function

A big footprint view of your role A small footprint view of your role

Copyright ASTD, March 2006

Eblin rearranged3.06cx  2/24/06  12:31 PM  Page 56



Make a lasting impact
Along with that “big footprint” view of
themselves, new executives must under-
stand that they will be expected to make
a significant and positive impact on a reg-
ular basis. Catherine Meloy, president of
Goodwill of Greater Washington (D.C.),
spent most of her executive career with
broadcasting giant, Clear Channel Com-
munications. “The part that changes is
the immediacy of action,” she says. “If the
top leaders think about it today, it needs
to be done this afternoon. And that is the
part that I think people who are getting
into this, especially in the profit and loss
business of a large corporation, need to
know. It’s not that the approach is rude;
it’s just a very fast-paced world.”

When leaders move to the next level,
they are advancing into uncharted terrain.
This journey is easier when there are
savvy people to guide them. By adopting a
real-world framework for describing the
appropriate behaviors of new executives
and providing real-time opportunities for
them to assess what is working and what
isn’t, learning professionals can ensure
that their executives’ journeys to the next
level are successful ones. TD
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