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Introduction  

The show must go on…Today’s large organizations are structured to ensure that the work will 
go on regardless of potential changes of personnel.  The practice of using corporate 
“understudies” as a succession planning tool is widespread for C-Suite executives.  In a typical 
process candidates are identified to replace each C-Suite and other key executive positions.  
The stand-ins are groomed in various ways including high profile project assignments, global 
rotations and other opportunities that build their technical skill and executive presence.  This 
process ensures that when the need arises there is an executive ready to play the needed role. 
What is less common, however, is a clear process for managing the succession of middle 
managers and other key non-executive functions.  

 
As companies in every industry face the coming retirement of the baby boomer generation, a 
clear process of succession planning for middle managers is critical to ensure that the show 
does go on.  A survey by Ernst and Young found that almost half of all large companies 
indicated that their middle management ranks would be most affected by the coming tide of 
baby boomer retirements.  However, the same report also found that more than 75% of 
American companies only completed succession plans for senior executives. (EY 2007) Given 
that it is estimated that in the next 10 years 10,000 baby boomers will retire every day (Pew 
Research Center), it is imperative that companies begin to focus at least as much attention on 
the succession of their middle managers as they do on their executives.     

 

Succession Planning 

Succession planning can be defined as a process for identifying people to fill key roles in an 
organization and developing them to ensure that they have the talent and skills to step in to fulfill 
those roles.  Successful succession planning is a combination of several disciplines. 
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Best in class organizations have separate processes related to performance management and 
succession planning.  The former is related to current results whereas the latter is more focused 
on potential. 

 

Talent Management 

Performance Management Succession Planning 

Competency and skills required defined by role Competency and skills required defined by strategy 

Assessment based on current performance Assessment based on potential performance 

Review usually done by current manager Review often done by committee 

Development focused on job performance Development focused on job growth 

 

Succession Planning Strategies 

Organizations with a structured succession planning process typically use some type of matrix 
tool to consolidate input related to performance, leadership behaviors and potential for growth.  
The matrix method can be broadly applied to a group or more narrowly applied to individuals.   

 

Strategic Planning – Define the organizations current and future 
objectives

Talent Management – Define the talent needs required to 
meet those objectives

Training and Development – Develop the skills of existing 
managers to meet those talent needs.
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Group Method 

 
Overview - Two advantages of the group assessment strategy are efficiency and the 
opportunity to build consensus.  The strategy is best used when there are groups of people with 
similar skills or roles so that comparison is roughly equal. 

 
Process - While each company has their own process for assessing the strengths and potential 
of its managers’, best in class organizations tend to follow a similar basic process.   

• HR and Operations identify key competency needs for 18-36 months  
• Operations and other key line leaders review the performance and potential of 

groups/classes of current individuals 
• HR consolidates information and categorizes individuals based on input 
• Differentiated development plans are based on consensus assessment 

 

Sample Matrix 

 

Po
te

nt
ia

l 

Diamond In The Rough 
 
Low Performer/ High Potential 

Up And Comer 
 
Moderate Performer/ High 
Potential 

Standout 
 
High Performer/ High 
Potential 

Uneven Contributor 
 
Low Performer/ Moderate 
Potential 

Consistent Contributor 
 
Moderate Performer/ 
Moderate Potential 

Valued Contributor 
 
High Performer/ Moderate 
Potential 

Provisional 
 
Low Performer/ Low Potential 

Team Player 
 
Moderate Performer/ Low 
Potential 

At Risk 
 
High Performer/ Low 
Potential 

 Performance 
 

Most succession planning efforts focus on employees rated with the highest potential.  (Green 
boxes in the above matrix) Best in class organizations, however, balance the development of 
individuals targeted to be part of the succession development plan with the ongoing 
development needs of other ‘key players” who also make a significant contribution to the 
organization.  (Blue boxes)  Strategies like rotational assignments create situations to evaluate 
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the performance of key players in other environments to determine if they may have greater 
potential and or engagement in a different but lateral role. 

 
Engaging valued contributors with programs that allow them to experience different facets of the 
business may identify different ways that they can add value to the organization.  Job 
shadowing may also provide valued contributors with the opportunity to gain insight on their 
current role by seeing it through “fresh eyes.” 

 
For existing employees, job shadowing serves a number of functions.  In a survey of Corporate 
HR professionals, 75% of the respondents who said that they had job shadowing programs 
indicated that a primary benefit was skill development.  (Morrison 2010) The research also 
found that almost two-thirds of participants anticipate that job shadowing will facilitate their 
succession planning efforts. Improvement to internal communication is another expected 
benefit.  

 

 
Example Program - Bridging Out 

 
Bridging Out is a Job Shadowing program targeted to employees whose performance is 
inconsistent with their potential.  The goal of the program is to provide participants a realistic view 
of alternative career paths and to capture their experience in their Talent Management Profile.   
 
Program elements include: 

• 2 experiences of 1 week each 
• Matches with departments/locations based on a completed Interest Inventory 
• Timing based on Best View strategy 
• After each experience, participants complete a survey that links experience to interest 

inventory 
 
The Shadow/Guest 
 
The guest should come to the experience prepared to learn about the department/location and 
with an open mind as to how learning can be re-incorporated into current position.  They should 
also consider their personal career goals and what they hope to gain from the experience.   
 
The Host 
 
A host is the person who agrees to be shadowed.  This role does involve some preparation 
and thought and is not just about having someone follow you around for an agreed time 
span. A host needs to consider if the time requested is the best time for them.  They will also 
need to take into consideration their work obligations and ensure that the shadowing 
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experience does not get in the way of their day-to-day responsibilities but provides a realistic 
view of the function/location. 
 
The Bridge Out Week 
 
Stage 1- Introduction - Host shares basic facts about the job, department and location.  
Meetings/activities should include: 

• Introduction to one or more customers (internal and or external) 
• Introduction to one or more senior staff leaders 
• Review of basic job processes. 

 
Stage 2- Observation - Host includes guest in range of typical activities such as attending 
meetings, watching interactions with customers, etc. In fact, it should be a typical representation 
of what the “host” individual does on a daily basis.   

• Prior to activities, host should “set the stage” for guest 
• After activity the host should provide opportunities for questions and a de-brief to ensure 

that both parties benefit from the shadowing 
 
Stage 3- Interaction - Guest performs some functions of the role.  Examples and suggestions 
would be developed on a case by case basis. 
 

 
 

Individual Method 

Other organizations use the same type of matrix tool but apply it to individuals.  The primary 
advantage of this approach is that it allows for a more in depth look at the performance and 
potential of a single individual.  In this process, performance is usually assessed based on 
current results but potential is assessed based on stretch competencies.   

 
Best in class organizations integrate leadership development and succession planning.  
Strategies include mentoring, project based learning and leader led learning.  Developing a 
flexible approach to learning allows these organizations to effectively respond to evolving 
needs. 

 
Project based learning and/or special assignments benefit the organization and the individual.  
Benefits for the individual include increased exposure, promotional opportunities and skill 
development.  Benefits for the organization include: 

• Improved business results 
• Best practice sharing 
• Opportunity to evaluate application 
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Transforming an experience to a learning experience is as much about collateral factors as is 
the experience itself.  Experiences that lead to learning have the following in common: 

1. Involves working with people not worked with before 
2. Includes pressure to perform  
3. Involves doing something different or in a different location  
4. Involves one’s being observed by people whose opinion counts 
5. Involves interacting with a positive role model 

 
Regardless of which strategy is used to evaluate managers, the need for ongoing evaluation 
and planning will be critical for companies that want to thrive as demographics and employment 
trends continue to shift. 
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