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THE SITUATION ROOM 
 

The Executive Overview for: 
 

Succession and Transition Planning in the  
Non-Family Owned Business  

Promoting from Within 
 

“Succession planning, at every level, is a key indicator of a strong professionally run company that is 
poised for continued growth, sustainability and financial success. 
 
As you will see, there are a lot of similarities in the tactical practices of succession planning for both 
the non-family (this particular segment) and family owned businesses. 
 
I think this segment clearly outlines the important initiatives for identifying, developing and ultimately 
installing the next leader or manager into both a senior leadership position, as well as any of the “next 
step” roles that many of your associates will be looking to achieve as a stepping stone to farther 
responsibilities. This last comment in this segment is the most important as it relates to a successful 
transition in management that quickly accelerates momentum and does not cause it to stop or, 
even worse, retreat.  
 
During the initial introduction and transition process, things change and it now becomes all about the 
new person, not about the person moving on.” - YourBoard.US 
 

1. What planning for succession looks like. 

2. What does final planning and transition look like? 

3. Developing the “Depth Chart.” 

4. The day the “successor” takes over. 

5. Steps to be followed by the successor in assuming a new role at any level. 

6. Steps to be followed in assuming the new “senior” leadership role. 

7. An “outside” successor. 
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Transitioning the Owner or Senior Leadership position is difficult even when it is executed perfectly. 
Basically, it is a characteristic of human nature to be skeptical when a change in leadership or 
management occurs. Any change that has a potential impact on an associate’s role and livelihood 
becomes a high priority in the pecking order of concern. 

 
It should be said, that except in the case of a tragedy, succession should be done in the form of a 
transition plan and not a single event. It should be like a movie with a logical ending not a snapshot. 
While succession itself represents an ultimate transition of authority, a planned and pre-disclosed 
transition is the best method to introduce the ultimate change. 
 
What does succession planning and transition look like? 
 

• Going back to the segment on “keeping the keepers” and the career planning discussions 
that are part of the RROI-Position and Performance Agreement you, in theory, should have at 
least tentatively identified successors from your corps, of “keepers” for every leadership, 
manager and supervisor role within our organization. 
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• In some cases, you will find that there is no current logical candidate “internally” that is 
thought to be able to ascend to the next level at this point in time. Many times, that is the case 
when the current owner or senior leader is planning to retire. 
 
o There can be two reasons for that:  

 
1. The people at the next level down may be profiled as “individual self-performers” 

who are very good at what they do, and the function they perform, and are 
currently contributing, but have no interest or skill in any aspect of supervision or 
management. We have said that every good company must have this type of 
bedrock performer to build the organization’s foundation and to assure a strong 
company performance.  
 
These associates represent the core of an effective business operation  and many 
times decide they may never want to be pushed out of their comfort zone into 
management. This profile of associate, who may be very well liked, should not 
usually be thought of as a prime candidate to move up. There must be a sincere 
desire to take charge that accompanies a management skill set before there is 
strong consideration for this candidate. 
 

2. You may not have had the luxury of hiring a person at the outset who you planned 
for as an ascendant to a “senior position.” The pool of people you must draw from 
now for succession planning are those associates you have identified and profiled 
as having an interest in reaching out and preparing themselves for new and 
ascending opportunities.  Sometimes you are taking a chance in identifying a 
“comer” but in many cases, they will rise to the occasion when given the 
opportunity to manage and lead. These are the associates that you earlier listed as 
potential “keepers.” With these associates you should begin career path planning 
and development as early as you identify potential to assure they receive adequate 
personal and professional development and training and some increasing 
responsibility so that you can list them on the succession “depth chart” for an 
upcoming “starting role.” 
 
Over the years I have seen owners and senior leaders be very surprised at the 
performance of associates at the next level down, once that person has been given 
a chance to succeed in a new position.  
 
As we said before, early identification of the “keepers” in your organization, with a 
plan for nurturing will allow you to determine if an internal candidate has what it 
takes to ascend to the next position in the company.  
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• It is up to the senior leaders and managers to follow the philosophies discussed in “creating a 
high-performance company culture” and execute the coaching, training and career 
discussion steps along with providing additional responsibilities and authorities in order to 
position a person on your “depth chart” for each key role. 
 
This is all accomplished by Leaders, Managers and supervisors who are committed to human 
tithing and committed to building a depth chart for each role. This philosophy within the 
organization must be driven by senior leadership or it will never happen. 
 

• If you have positioned an associate as a backup on the “depth chart” for a particular role, be 
certain that you go through the RROI- Position and Performance Agreement to assure that the 
skill set and experience for the next potential role is either present or that there is a plan to 
“coach up” the person. Personal attributes for the next potential role should be reviewed with 
the addition of new attributes to possibly be added for the next level position. Behavioral 
attitudes should be discussed and historic demonstration of attitude in light of the next position 
should be reviewed. A final measurement for a potential next role is a “passion to succeed” 
which has a lot to do with aligning the role objectives and initiatives with the individual’s 
interest. The candidate’s vocation and avocation should be the same and also aligned with 
the expectations of the role. As for “passion,” does the candidate really want the next position 
and does he/she see the position as a positive stepping stone in their career path? If 
everything checks out, the person should be listed on the “depth chart” for the next 
opportunity. 
 
Develop and Document the Depth Chart 
 

• All department, divisions, key processes, locations and project “depth charts” should be 
completed for every position from lead, through senior leader or owner and reviewed and 
updated by the Senior Leadership Team on a quarterly basis at the same time the Strategic 
Plan is reviewed. These “depth charts” do not necessarily need to be shared but should be 
documented and discussed quarterly at the senior level. 
 

• The names of “who is in line” to assume every supervisory role (and in some cases key non- 
supervisory roles) should be documented. For some roles, there may be several “backups” 
identified for the next opportunity. The burden is on leadership and management to select 
next leaders and managers and develop them on a career path. It is up to the individual 
candidates to perform in their current role, train and develop for the next role and clearly 
demonstrate a strong level of passion for the contribution they want to make in a future role. 

 
• By the way, don’t always be bothered when an associate indicates another associate is 

“buttering up the boss” when a candidate for a next job expresses an interest to move 
upward and demonstrates a willingness to do what it takes with skill set adjustments and 
personal attribute honing. That type of comment is usually a defense mechanism for someone 
who doesn’t have that passion to succeed and the willingness to commit to what it takes. 
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• Sometimes this assertion can be correct and has to be considered, but it all comes out in the 
wash as the person demonstrates his passion and commitment to move forward. Comments 
like this usually come from “surface” people with little depth and less willingness to go through 
the “boot camp” of training, development and attribute honing. It does not take long to 
separate those who have a commitment to move up and succeed from those who are all 
talk. 
 

• Generally, those who “put down” the people who are excited about career growth and 
advancement are to be watched because they will never raise the bar within the 
organization. Worse case, they may be pulling the bar down so they can reach it. 
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The Day the “Successor” Takes Over 
 
We have talked about leadership’s critical role in being certain there is a “depth chart developed” 
and maintained at senior leadership level and that each “keeper,” who is potentially in line for the 
next position, is being developed and gradually given more opportunity for responsibility and 
authority so that they can be effectively observed and endorsed as a candidate. 
 

• While all of that is taking place, most keen observers within the organization will see what is 
going on and gradually become aware that particular people are being groomed for the 
next opportunity. 
 

• That knowledge will drive others to ask their supervisors what they can do to get on a similar 
job growth career path. This is a perfect opening to set some formal time aside to review The 
RROI- Position and Performance Agreement and go over what the expectations are for 
improvement in skill performance, personal attributes, attitude demonstration, work ethic and 
a strong passion to succeed. There are many cited cases where an associate observes that 
others are being groomed for advancement and it actually motivates them and becomes a 
real and positive turning point for their career. This program of developing a depth chart for 
each position is a key factor in the creation of the “High Performance Company Culture”.  
 

• In my experience, there will be some associates who, will not be happy and potentially 
undercut the “keepers” who are trying to earn the next position. These people will either have 
to change their attitude as the new leader assumes their role or their attitudes and 
performance will diminish and they will be “coached” with the outcome left up to them. 
Generally, if the new leader or manager follows the steps we discuss in the “Leadership” 
segment most of these people will get by the past issues and fall in line and ultimately support 
the new person. 
 

• Most of the organization, however, is made up of the “individual self-performers” who are 
great associates with no interest in supervision, or associates who are at a point in their career 
experience and seniority that they know they are not yet ready to be considered next but will 
aspire to that someday. Both categories of associates will fall in line quickly behind the new 
leader/manager if the proper leadership skills during the transition process are applied. 
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Overview of steps followed to be successful in assuming a new role at any level 
 
Unless there is a quick leadership or management change due to a death or resignation, many of 
the people in the organization will be “informally” aware of the “depth chart.” It is not usually a bad 
idea to communicate to the “keepers” especially for senior level succession, well in advance of the 
date it will occur. If the owner or senior leader indicates three years in advance that he will be 
retiring, it allows people to mentally prepare and get used to the idea. 
 

• The concept is that “surprise” compounds the potential anxiety and emotion that can come 
with the transition to a successor, especially if it is a key role. 
 

• No matter what the situation, or whether the new person transitioning to the key role will come 
from the internal depth chart of keepers or from the outside, there are a series of steps that 
must be followed to execute the transition of ownership, leadership or management 
succession. 
 

• Remember, the first and most important thing that all associates really want to know in order 
to be comfortable with the new leader/manager, is that the new person knows what they are 
doing and how they are contributing to the company so that job security is not an issue. 
Associates also want to know that the new person is fair and motivated to always do what’s in 
the best interest of the success, security and longevity of the company. All associates want to 
know that the new leader, manager or supervisor personally cares about each person, their 
livelihood, and their role in the company. The associates want to know that the new person 
appreciates their efforts and hard work and respects them for the jobs they have done in the 
past. They want to know that each individual’s input is wanted and needed, and that you will 
be counting on them to support you in achieving success. 
 
If it is a “turnaround” situation, you must talk about new ideas and new technology that will 
bring your customers new solutions that will revitalize your company and its position in the 
market. You must talk about challenges that we must all address to assure our growth, security 
and long term sustainability.  

 
• A leader/manager in a new role within an organization should never allude to sweeping 

changes in their opening comments to the organization. That may be true, but let those 
changes come as the result of knowing who is capable of meeting the “new” expectations 
rather than having productivity “dive” at the outset because everyone is running scared with 
uncertainty and, in some cases, looking for a new job. 
 
Everything related to people begins with “setting expectations” for each position and role and 
then creating a respectful “recognition based” culture then determine who is willing and 
capable of meeting those expectations. Again, refer to the segment on Leadership and 
Vision. 
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Steps to be followed in assuming the new Senior Leadership Role   
 
1. If an owner or senior leader position is transitioning, the absolute first move that the new leader 

or manager should make is to schedule a one on one private session with each of the other 
leaders, managers, supervisors and key associates. Who these first meetings are scheduled 
with is totally dependent on the size and structure of the company. (This will be different in 
every organization.) Listen intently to each of the associates you meet with and in general 
terms discuss your vision and ask for their input on that vision. The new Leader or Manager can 
gain a great deal of perspective from these meetings. Each individual who the new leader 
speaks with not only gains from the interaction but feels the new leader will be interactive 
going forward and seek input on future issues. This sincere, interactive and constructive first 
meeting sets the tone for the new person and how well they will be accepted, initially by the 
organization. The word needs to get our quickly that the new leader/manager is a 
communicator who both listens, is fair and most important, cares. 
 

2. Both the new senior leaders or new managers should then meet in a group session with each 
department, location team, project site or process team to be able to discuss your vision and 
philosophies on inclusion and participation and then take questions leading strongly on the 
topics regarding interaction, input and positive feedback. It is in the department meetings 
that the new leader or manager introduces the concept of his plan to create new initiatives 
and jointly setting the joint expectations for accomplishing these new initiatives so that we can 
move the company forward in a direction that we will all agree. 

 
 
3. It is always good, after the one-on-one’s and group sessions, to try to conduct a company 

meeting (may also require Skype for remote locations) to allow everyone to get to understand 
your vision for the company and, most importantly, for the associates. This can also be a Q&A 
session. 

 
4. The goal during transition is always to do the best job possible of not creating a “productivity 

or momentum gap”. The goal is to very quickly be in touch with as many people as possible 
and leave the impression that you are thoughtful, respectful and trustworthy and most 
importantly…care about the company and the people.  Placing a priority on conducting this 
sequence of meetings signals to the organization that people are the priority and the most 
important resource to the company and its success. These associate communications sessions 
are critical to assure that positive momentum is created and maintained. 
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• Interestingly enough, most of the associates will not be looking for how smart or experienced 
the new person is. It is initially all about how the new person is going to deal with each 
individual. If the organization likes and trusts the new leader or manager, everything else, as it 
relates to changing business strategies, will be easy to initiate. 
 

• As in the case with the way people feel about their doctors . . . it’s all about bedside manner. 
Few people know the win-loss record of their doctor. 
 

• By following the philosophies, strategies and steps that have been outlined for creating a High 
Performing “Recognition Based Company Culture” you will positively motivate the 
organization to make the needed changes and execute the activities and strategies 
necessary to generate or in some cases create the significant changes needed to put the 
company in a good position to have success.  

  
 
 
 
An “outside” successor 
 

• Transitioning an outsider into a key role in the organization can actually be easier, if the 
“introduction steps” are positive. The outsider generally carries little baggage. It will all be 
about the “first impression.” As they say, “you only get one shot at a first impression.” That first 
impression sets the tone for hundreds of texts, e-mails and phone calls that usually occur in a 
company following a leadership change.  
 

• Following the same four steps just discussed for an inside candidate, very early in the transition 
(day one or two at the latest), will create positive momentum. 
 

 

  

 

 


