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A Word from the CEO
The uncertain global economy has many organizations struggling 
toward a recovery. Organizational stakeholders are demanding 
improvements in leadership capacity that can strengthen agility 
and growth and drive performance that achieves long-term 
success, while also delivering on quarterly results. 

There’s a growing disconnect between the skills companies require and the skills 
employees possess. This talent mismatch will intensify over the years as economies 
rebound, the nature of available work evolves, stemming unwanted employee turnover 
becomes increasingly challenging, and several decades of lower birth rates through  
much of the world impact the talent pool. 

Leaders are under extreme and continuous pressure with competing priorities.  
Many organizations are exposed to risks associated with undisciplined and non-
systemized processes for identifying high potential employees and creating a talent  
pool of future leaders.

Managing succession is the cornerstone to strategic viability, ensuring business  
continuity, retention of high-value talent and a formidable culture. It secures future 
leadership capability, critical for driving organizational performance, and is an active 
and vital ongoing business process that integrates the identification, assessment and 
development of talent with long-range strategic planning. Corporate health depends  
on the effectiveness, depth and breadth of your succession management efforts.

Right Management conducted research to learn more about the current succession 
management practices within global organizations. We trust these findings will provide 
a barometer for you to learn from the experience of others, as well as gain insights and 
ideas based on the research implications and our recommendations.

Read on to learn more about effectively managing leadership succession.

Owen Sullivan
Chief Executive Officer
Right Management
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Introduction
Managing Succession in the Changing World of Work

In the global economy, there are multiple dynamics at play which are making succession 
management an urgent business issue. At the broadest level, the growing talent mismatch 
will intensify as demand for workers with specialized, highly-valued skills continues to 
grow and supply continues to dwindle as working age populations shrink and boomers 
retire. There is greater power for individual employees with highly-valued skills to exercise 
personal choice regarding the type of work they do and for whom they do it. Attracting 
and retaining skilled, knowledge-based talent will be a key competitive differentiator in the 
coming years. In fact, talent will be the only sustainable differentiator.

Succession management is recognized as a high priority by many top level leaders.1 
Organizations can be thrown into turmoil when leaders have to be replaced suddenly 
and unexpectedly due to unforeseen circumstances. This is true even when leadership 
transitions are anticipated due to mergers, acquisitions, retirement, career change or 
restructures. Boards of directors are either lauded or denounced for their handling of 
executive transitions. It’s the cornerstone of maintaining strategic viability. Yet, in spite  
of its importance, succession management is not well-executed in many organizations  
with significant opportunities for improvement in most organizations.

We conducted this study to gain a better understanding of the priorities that inform 
decisions around aligning talent strategy with business strategy. Talent is the number-one 
enabler or inhibitor to executing on business objectives. A solid succession management 
plan can facilitate growth and prosperity. We learned that nine out of ten study participants 
had an interest in succession, and some level of plan in place to address it. But most 
acknowledged they needed help to make the plan stronger, viable, sustainable and 
integrated with the broader short- and long-term strategic intent of the organization.

Companies have been tested over the past few years as they experienced heightened 
levels of economic turmoil and unpredictability. Weaknesses in leadership capabilities are 
showing. As many as one out of every two managers fail.2 Not just at the top of the house, 
but throughout many firms, leadership bench strength is proving to be shallow. Why? 
Because the way we do business is radically changing. 

Looking for a quick fix, some companies opted for short-term approaches to declining 
revenues by cutting costs. Such firms are now restructuring and changing their business 
models, but struggling to find managers well-equipped with the leadership capabilities and 
behaviors needed to handle the kinds of changes required in today’s ever-quickening pace 
of work. Engagement, retention, productivity and performance are suffering as a result of 
poor communication, lack of customer focus, ineffective strategic thinking and the inability 
to link one’s workforce with the business strategy. 

Attracting and 
retaining skilled, 
knowledge-based 
talent will be a 
key competitive 
differentiator in 
the coming years.
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Integrating Succession Management into Business Strategy,  
Planning and Processes

Succession management secures future leadership capability, which is critical for driving 
organizational performance that wins in the changing world of work. It is an active and vital 
ongoing business process, which embraces the dynamic market imperatives and integrates 
the identification, assessment and development of talent with long-range strategic planning.

When executed effectively, succession management is a core business process, built into 
the fabric of the organization. It is integral to an organization’s culture and is systemically 
linked to the foundational underpinnings of performance. It is not enough to focus merely 
on replacement planning. It is a systemized business imperative; critical for long-term 
planning, capability development and execution of business strategy. Over time, succession 
management becomes a continuous process integrated with an organization’s business 
planning cycles—as well as its talent management processes. 

The Consequences of a Weak Pipeline

Recent research by Stanford University found that more than half of companies cannot 
immediately name a successor to their CEO should the need arise.3 Additional research 
by Bersin & Associates4 proves that meaningful succession plans for individuals and 
important roles dwindles the further you dive into an organization’s employee ranks. 
While more than half of research respondents said their companies implement succession 
management processes at the most senior executive levels, fewer than 40% said they 
included mid-level managers and skilled professionals in succession planning initiatives. 
Further, only 11% included first-line supervisors. Very few (12%) of the companies’ succession 
management programs were integrated with talent management programs, such as 
performance management and employee development. 

By our definition, succession management is far broader than the more common focus on 
succession planning. The latter almost exclusively focuses on replacements for only the  
most senior levels of leadership. Our experience in studying5 global organizations shows 
that a more robust workforce solution is warranted. 

When executed effectively, succession management is a core 
business process, built into the fabric of the organization.  
It is integral to an organization’s culture and is systemically 
linked to the foundational underpinnings of performance.
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The consequence for not getting it right is a strain on the organization and the pipeline of 
critical talent. Leadership failure rates are at an all-time high. Employee disengagement 
is at record levels. The mismatch between demand for talent and the skills available 
continues to increase. Succession management can be the fabric that enables your 
organization to thrive rather than dive. 

In Pursuit of Strategic Viability

Companies are looking longer and harder for leaders with the right skills and capabilities 
needed in their organizations. Many organizations haven’t built a talent management 
process on their own so they are now being forced to look outside, rather than promoting 
from within. Promoting from within is an opportunity that, when executed well, can have 
significant positive impact on the organization’s future success. It maintains the integrity 
of the company’s brand, fosters strong corporate identity and provides continuity of 
the organization’s culture. It also instills confidence in leadership, sets expectations for 
career advancement within the organization, and leverages shared knowledge and the 
investment made to develop that knowledge. Yet, instead, many companies need to 
default to hiring outside talent because their pipelines are weak. 

It all starts with a focus on business strategy to determine current critical talent needs  
and gaps. Then, as an integrated business process, effective succession management 
requires an understanding of the leadership behaviors that drive success in the 
organization. It also requires the implementation of a dynamic, systemic approach to 
identify, assess and develop talent for future critical leadership roles to ensure continuity, 
effective organizational operations and a high-performing culture.

We invite you to read on and learn insights on current succession management practices 
and their relevancy to your organization.

Promoting from 
within is an 
opportunity that, 
when executed 
well, can have 
significant positive 
impact on the 
organization’s 
future success.
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About This Study
methodology

Right Management conducted a qualitative study with 43 
organizations from 10 industries across the globe to learn more 
about their succession management practices. 

Interviews were conducted with senior business leaders and senior human resource leaders 
at the participating organizations. The organizations ranged in size from 100 employees to 
127,000 employees. Forty-two percent of the organizations were identified as multinational. 
Industries represented in the study include: Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing; Mining and 
Quarrying; Manufacturing; Electricity, Gas and Water Supply; Construction; Wholesale  
and Retail Trade; Restaurants and Hotels; Transportation, Storage, and Communication; 
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate, and Business Services; and, Government, Social, and  
Personal Services.

NORTH AMERICA

SOUTH AMERICA

MIDDLE EAST
AND AFRICA

EUROPE

JAPAN

ASIA-PACIFIC
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Participants’ Experience with Succession Management

The vast majority (91%) of participants had made efforts to implement some 
components of succession management within their organizations. Only 9% of 
the participating companies reported no formal succession processes at all.

Of those who have some practices implemented, 46% handled the succession 
management process completely in-house. The remaining majority (54%) looked 
to the expertise of outside partners to provide some aspect of the process or 
technology platform.
 
Defining Succession

•	�Succession Management: The comprehensive approach to systematically 
identifying, assessing and developing talent for future critical roles throughout 
the organization to ensure continuity and effective organizational performance. 

•	�Succession Planning: The identification of successors in line for specific 
positions, focused primarily on only the very top levels of leadership.

•	�High Potentials: Individuals at various levels within the organization identified 
as having significant “upside potential,” but who may not be immediately slated 
as successors or may have a somewhat longer timeline for development.

1. What are the key business drivers for succession?

2. What are you currently doing to address succession in your organization?

3. What are “must have” elements of succession efforts? What are “nice-to-have” elements?

4. What is working well in your succession efforts? What is not working well?

5. What metrics do you examine to track effectiveness?

Key Research Questions in this Study
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Key Findings
Business Drivers for Making the Investment

Organizations undertake succession management efforts for a wide variety of reasons.  
Most participants cited more than one reason. The most common business drivers for making  
the investment were: 

•	Attract and retain quality employees—60%

•	�Ensure a solid talent pipeline is available to contribute to business continuity and success—33%

•	Put the right people in the right roles and ensure they are prepared—21%

•	Grow and nurture talent—21%

•	Gain awareness of the talent throughout the organization—16%

•	�Manage costs as internal development and hiring is viewed by respondents as cheaper and  
more efficient than external—14%

•	Address external pressures (either by Boards of Directors or external agencies)—12%

•	Ensure superior executive leadership is in place to drive success—7%

Top Succession Management Business Drivers

Talent attraction and 
retention

Build solid talent 
pipeline

Ensure good fit and 
success

Develop talent 

Identify talent throughout 
organization

Manage talent costs

Meet external 
expectations

Ensure top executive 
leadership

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

60%

33%

21%

21%

16%

14%

12%

7%

Figure 1 Top Succession Management Business Drivers
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Widespread Disparity in Its Purpose

We learned that there are wide variations in how organizations conceptualize 
succession management and the elements commonly understood to be part of  
a process.

Nearly all (80%) mentioned their succession management efforts involve “processes 
for identifying or categorizing some portion of the organization’s talent.” Half of the 
respondents use a standardized rating process of some sort to do so. Unfortunately, 
half do not—leaving great variation in the approach to each succession 
management intervention. 

Fewer than half (39%) reported that “talent review conversations” occurred with 
some regularity, and that these conversations take different forms. For instance, 
some include executives only, some include peers and some seek Board of 
Directors’ input.

What surprised us was the wide array of objectives driving succession management 
in many organizations. Organizations reported the following succession 
management goals:

•	Identify successors at various levels of the organization—60%

•	�Identify developmental needs—54%

	� Related to this topic, “delivering against the developmental needs” was a less 
common element and identified as an area of opportunity by a number of 
respondents. Of those who are focused on “delivering against the developmental 
needs,” interventions such as rotational assignments, internal and external 
training programs, coaching and mentoring were mentioned. Only 12% of 
respondents were able to “monitor and track the effectiveness of developmental 
efforts,” highlighting a great opportunity for improvement. 

•	Identify high potentials—40%

•	�Identify critical positions, but most acknowledge the difficulty of identifying what 
these are—42%

•	Identify those who will retire soon—12%

What surprised 
us was the wide 
array of objectives 
driving succession 
management in 
many organizations.
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Top Objectives in a Succession Management Process

� Identify successors

� Identify developmental 
needs

Identify high potentials

� Identify critical positions

	� Identify retirement risks

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

60%

54%

40%

40%

12%

Figure 2 Top Objectives in a Succession Management Process

Requirements of Effective Processes

Participants were asked to determine what elements were essential for a succession 
management program to be successful, versus what were deemed to be “nice to have.”

Essential:

•	86% of respondents indicated they need an effective system for assessing/evaluating talent

•	37% need the commitment of leaders

•	30% need learning and development interventions that are integrated with succession efforts

•	25% need a strong link to business strategy

Non-Essential, but Nice to Have:

•	�30% want to select and utilize technology based on the process design, rather than allowing 
functional limitations of the technology drive the process

•	20% want learning and development interventions that are integrated with succession efforts
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Gaps and Opportunities Gathered from the Current State of Practices 

•	�Commitment at the top. In spite of (or perhaps because of) the relatively low 
importance ranking that “commitment of leaders” received in this study, our research 
demonstrates that senior leader ownership is working well. Over two-thirds (67%) 
of respondents reported that senior leaders embrace, lead and model succession 
management in their organizations, with HR supporting and guiding processes.

•	�Consistent execution. Another bright spot is consistency of processes. Forty percent 
indicated that their succession processes had elements that were executed consistently 
across business units, albeit these consistencies were not as established as would be 
desired or considered optimal.

•	�Measuring. The most common gap inhibiting the success of succession management 
processes is the issue of measurement. Forty percent of respondents cited this as an 
issue, including variances in areas such as identifying competencies; rating potential; 
improving raters’ understanding of assessment/evaluation techniques at all levels; and, 
improving objectivity.

•	�Making data actionable. Another gap is the apparent inability to ensure that the 
valuable data collected during the succession management process translates into 
developmental action. This was cited by 37% of the sample. The heart of this issue 
relates to holding people accountable for development.

•	�Enabling technology. Twenty-five percent of the sample indicated that they were 
operating with less-than-optimal succession software 
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The Importance of Relevant Metrics

Our study also focused on how organizations are measuring the effectiveness of their 
succession management efforts. Most respondents indicated that succession-specific 
measures were far more valuable than traditional ROI measures. Some even noted that ROI 
measures make stakeholders suspicious because of their inherent and sweeping assumptions. 
Interestingly, none of the respondents were particularly pleased with their organization’s 
measurement systems to track results. Metrics being tracked included:

•	��Turnover/retention statistics—such as assigning dollar figures to cost of vacancies

•	�Internal versus external staffing statistics—such as internal hires, cross-business-unit 
transfers, time to fill, external recruiting costs and ability to fill roles with local nationals instead 
of expatriates

•	�Measures of pipeline strength—such as the percentage of “ready now” versus “ready in 
2+ years” candidates and holes in the succession chart that have to be plugged with external 
staffing plans

•	Diversity statistics—such as age, race and ethnicity

More qualitative assessments of succession management efforts were also mentioned, such as:

•	Cost of having the wrong person in the job

•	Reduction of time for a new person to onboard and “get up to speed”

•	Demonstrated progress on individual development plans year over year

•	Increased awareness of talent across the enterprise by senior leaders

•	Improved individual leader performance linked to improved business performance overall
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Conclusion
This study provides evidence that while there are plenty 
of bright spots in the practice of succession management 
within organizations, such as the growing trend toward 
increasing senior leader ownership of the process, 
succession management practitioners identify significant 
areas of opportunity. 
 
Clear opportunity exists to hard-wire succession efforts to business strategy, to 
improve the assessment and evaluation processes, and to strengthen accountability 
for delivering on commitments made during the talent review/succession 
management processes. 

Identifying metrics to monitor effectiveness of succession management that satisfy 
key stakeholder groups is another opportunity that needs to be addressed in order 
for processes to be more effective and to prove their business value. 

Finally, leadership development is perhaps the greatest area of opportunity as 
there are not only gaps in execution, but also a lack of shared understanding of 
how development can be integrated with an effectively functioning succession 
management system. 
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Best Practice Recommendations
We believe succession management is at the core of strategic,  
long-term organizational viability. Aligning talent with business 
strategy in this way enhances the prospects of delivering on  
short- and long-term objectives. Having a solid, systemic approach  
to succession management is essential for organizational growth  
and sustainability.
 

Our best practice recommendations are based on more than 30 years 
of experience in helping organizations align talent strategies with 
business objectives. In essence, there are five key steps involved in 
developing an effective succession management process:

1. �Review and refine with executive leadership the strategic business 
imperatives required for success;

2. �Determine critical roles required to achieve the business 
imperatives;

3. �Conduct systematic talent reviews integrated with the business 
planning process, then assess future leadership capabilities;

4. Reinforce the execution of development plans; and

5. �Monitor progress against success measures and adapting where 
necessary.
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1. �Review and Refine with Executive Leadership the Strategic Business
Imperatives Required for Success 

It is our perspective that leadership and succession challenges can only be  
understood in the context of current and strategic imperatives for the business.  
To ensure relevancy and “fit,” succession management practices need to support the 
organization’s vision and strategy while also being aligned with the organization’s  
core values and culture. 

Succession management is an enterprise-wide business process owned by the CEO and 
executive leadership and executed by leaders at all levels throughout the organization. It 
is an integrated part of an organization’s workforce strategy and systems, supported by 
Human Resources. 

Developing a robust pipeline of leadership capability is a long-term business proposition, 
and requires a systemic and systematic approach to identifying, assessing and developing 
the succession of leadership talent, facilitated by technology. 

2. Determine Critical Roles Required to Achieve the Business Imperatives

A necessary step in the process is to identify the roles, skills and capabilities needed to 
be fulfilled by talent today, as well as understand how these will be different in the future. 
Many skills and capabilities needed yesterday are no longer working today and the key 
competencies today will likely continue to evolve and change over time. Changes in how 
leaders need to lead will drive the creation of new leadership models. The ultimate goal is 
to continually align the leadership talent and succession needs with the business strategy.

To begin, pinpoint the unique set of characteristics that drive the business strategy.  
These are the qualities and attributes dictated by the organization’s culture and values. 
One way to accomplish this task is by studying the strategy and culture to determine 
the kind of employees needed to make the strategy work. Another is to evaluate the 
characteristics of top performers already in the company since those behaviors are likely 
to be predictors of future success. Finally, it is important to “reverse engineer” the talent 
profile using forward-looking business plans and strategic directions, as well as a view  
of how the culture will need to look in the future. 

3. Conduct Systematic Talent Reviews Integrated with the Business 
Planning Process, then assess future leadership capabilities

Approaches to talent reviews vary considerably across companies. When conducted 
effectively, talent reviews are focused on the business strategy and consistently deployed 
and integrated with the business planning process in a disciplined and rigorous manner. 
When senior leaders sit down to discuss the demonstrated capability of their top talent, 
they have sound data (as a result of the tools utilized and the due-diligence process)  
for understanding the capabilities and capacity of the proposed candidates. They  
engage in candid conversations about strengths and needs with a continued lens on  
the business imperatives. 

Many skills and 
capabilities needed 
yesterday are no 
longer working 
today and the key 
competencies today 
will likely continue 
to evolve and 
change over time. 
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To identify high performers, a tailor-made assessment process is crucial. This involves 
determining the correct “targets” to be assessed for in the overall success profile. Care should 
be taken to not just identify the cultural and values expectations to be met for successful 
performance but also to identify the future role requirements necessary for success. Broad 
stakeholder involvement in envisioning these future requirements is often a very good way 
to establish these targets and complete the profile. Multiple assessment tools then need to 
be fitted to the assessment targets such that the best assessment tool is being used for the 
type of target to be assessed (e.g., personality inventories to assess for trait-based targets, 
simulations to assess for behaviorally based targets, etc.). Training in how to deliver assessment 
tools, interpret reports and give feedback is another step toward deployment. Finally, a good 
communication plan around the assessment initiative and how it is linked to the overall business 
strategy needs to be developed as part of the deployment. The result is a considerably more 
accurate way of predicting the suitability of a candidate and the likelihood he or she will have 
the values alignment, skills and behaviors needed not just for a given position, but also to fit 
the organization’s broader role requirements as it evolves over time. Likewise, to identify high-
potential employees, a customized assessment process is important. This process focuses on 
key criteria for being considered “high potential”. It is essential that a Leadership Success Profile 
be created as part of the design and implementation of a succession process. This process 
focuses on key criteria for being considered high potential:

1. Ability

	 •	� A track record of achieving objectives (based on archival data) for a period of at least  
two years

	 •	� Consistent performance over time (based on archival data), including at least two jobs 
and two different managers

	 •	� A results-driven personality

2. Desire

	 •	� The motivation to continually prefer opportunities with stretch goals or broader 
assignments

	 •	� The strong preference to be included as part of moving the organization forward

	 •	� The willingness to be held accountable

3. Commitment

	 •	� The patience to wait for opportunities that might arise over an indeterminate time frame

	 •	� The drive to work through any number of developmental assignments and tasks

	 •	� The belief in the organization’s overall strategic direction, company culture and value 
proposition
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It is essential that a Leadership Success Profile be created as part of the design and 
implementation of a succession process. What competencies might a Leadership Success 
Profile include?

1. Excellent listening skills

2. High integrity

3. Trustworthiness

4. Respects employees

5. Continual learner

6. Innovative thinker

7. Strong business acumen

8. Flexibility and agility

9. Able to handle stress and pressure well

10. Recognizes contributions of others

11. Empowers others

12. Unselfishness

13. �Effective communication skills

14. Global mindset

15. Cross-cultural capability

What competencies might a leadership success profile include?

Succession Management as Part of the Business Planning Process

Figure 3 Example of how an organization can integrate succession management into the business planning process.

September–October
•	�Talent Review
•	�Roll-up Meetings
•	�Executive Committee 

Finalizes

As markets, industries and companies change, rules of the game need to change. Organizational 
structures and role expectations may also need to change. It follows then that the players may 
need to change. As “blockers”—those who are unlikely to advance further or are no longer 
providing critical skills—surface, they must be discussed and perhaps redeployed or replaced 
with leaders who have the necessary skills to drive innovation and change in the organization. 
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Having a solid, systemic  
approach to succession 
management is essential 
for organizational growth  
and sustainability.

4. Reinforce the Execution of Development Plans

As the challenges confronting organizations proliferate, such as globalization, 
economic turbulence, new business models, transformational technologies and 
changing demographics, bringing leaders to the peak of their potential with 
maximum efficiency assumes increasing urgency and attention to development. 

Building an effective pipeline of leaders requires commitment to making the 
investment and addressing the development of current and future leaders in 
ways that keep them engaged. This often includes executing development 
plans with a blend of learning methods, such as individual coaching, business 
case study, large- and small-group discussion, individual and team feedback, 
simulations, games, executive interaction, applied learning, problem solving, 
and personal reflection. Assuming high-potential employees are identified 
through the succession management process, it will be necessary to customize 
the development approach. That approach must focus on the overall business, 
the culture and the development of the organization at an accelerated 
rate of learning to stretch the thinking and business application of those 
high-potential employees. The time and attention given to the execution of 
development plans and ensuring the achievement of desired outcomes serves 
to accelerate the capability and capacity of a company’s leaders and drives 
competitive advantage.

5. Monitor Progress Against Success Measures  
and Adapt Where Necessary

There are four main reasons for monitoring and measuring the progress of 
your succession management process: to validate, direct, justify and intervene. 
Monitoring and measuring provides the validation that assures the right steps 
to drive the necessary business outcomes. It sets direction for activities to meet 
desired targets. It delivers factual evidence or proof that a course of action is 
required. It identifies a point of intervention for changes and corrective actions. 
It will help you to reduce the risks associated with failing to retain a pool of 
future leaders. It ensures readiness to address unanticipated leadership changes 
so that you can respond with agility and foresight to changing workforce and 
market dynamics. The resulting organizational culture will be one competitors 
aspire to and one that candidates vie to join.
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Conclusion
Succession management is at the core of strategic, long-term organizational 
viability. Aligning talent with business strategy in this way enhances the prospects 
of delivering on short- and long-term objectives. Having a solid, systemic approach 
to succession management is essential for organizational growth and sustainability.
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