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Today’s businesses face 
constant, unprecedented 
change. Digital transformation, 
mergers and acquisitions, 
divestitures, restructuring, 
global expansion and economic 
change are all resulting in 
unprecedented leadership 
turnover. In fact, 2020 ended 
with one of the highest executive 
turnover rates on record. 
According to CEO Magazine, the 
average tenure of CEO’s in now 
just 3.7 years. 

The post pandemic world will 
need agile, authentic, digital 
and accountable leaders—
people who can move quickly 
and decisively into the ocean 
of uncertainty that awaits us 
all – combining cognitive, 

technical and the so-called 
“soft" skills that are becoming 
increasingly important in 
leadership culture. 

In this new fast changing 
environment, it is expected that 
organisations will collectively 
experience one of the biggest 
turnovers in senior business 
leadership ever. Many of the 
normal triggers for leadership 
transition—retirements, 
voluntary separations, and for-
cause terminations—will still be 
in effect.  Added to that will be 
the pressing need to retool and 
update leadership culture and 
practices. 

Leadership career decisions and 
transitions are highly visible, 

The New Challenges of 
Leadership Transition 
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both internally and externally, 
posing significant risk to the 
reputation and brand of both the 
executive and the organization. 
Michael Watkins, IMD Professor 
and CEO Genesis Advisors, has 
surveyed more than thirteen 
hundred senior HR leaders, 
almost 90 percent agreed that 
“transitions into new roles are 
the most challenging times in 
the professional lives of leaders”. 
Providing the appropriate 
support and resources 
during leadership transition 
is a business imperative 
with substantial return on 
investment. The way leaders are 
treated upon departure is critical 
in enhancing engagement with 
existing and future employees, 
customers and stakeholders. 

If you are like most Boards, CEOs 
or CHROs you probably have 
need to update your succession 
plan for the significant turnover 
in the leadership class that is 
coming. Most organizations put 
little planning or forethought 
into how they will respond to 
sudden executive departures 
and create a seamless leadership 
transition and manage through 
disruption and economic 
uncertainty. 

This guide examines some of the 
triggers for executive departures, 
the negative consequences of 
a poorly managed exit, and 
solutions that can help you and 
your organizations manage 
amicable and positive leadership 
transitions.
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When most people think of 
top executives, they think of 
power, influence, top-level 
networks and lofty financial 
compensation. However, all 
those benefits and rewards come 
with risks: senior executives live 
in worlds of constant uncertainty 
and scrutiny. Expectations are 
high, and failure is rarely 
tolerated. The end result is that 
the lives of top executives can 
change suddenly and often. 

In a study of 580 leaders 
conducted jointly by Genesis 
Advisers, Harvard Business 
Review, and the International 
Institute of Management 
Development (hereafter the 
Genesis/HBR/IMD study), 
respondents reported an 
average of 18.2 years of 
professional work experience. 
The typical leader had been 
promoted 4.1 times, moved 
between business functions 
(such as from sales to marketing) 
1.8 times, joined a new 

company 3.5 times, moved 
between business units in the 
same company 1.9 times, and 
moved geographically 2.2 times. 
This totals 13.5 major transitions 
per leader, or one every 1.3 
years. The implications are clear: 
every successful career is a series 
of successful assignments, and 
every successful assignment 
is launched with a successful 
transition.

Numerous studies of CXO tenure 
and departures show just how 
precarious it can be to serve as 
a top executive. According to 
the Harvard Law School Forum 
on Corporate Governance and 
Financial Regulation, the average 
tenure for the CEO of a Fortune 
500 company is now just five 
years. It all adds up to the need 
for top executives, and their 
organizations, to maintain a 
near-constant state of readiness 
for seismic change in their 
careers. 

The Volatility of the 
C-Suite and Executives
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All this begs an important 
question: just how prepared are 
individual executives, and their 
organizations, to deal with a 
sudden departure? The answer 
is, lamentably, not very well 
prepared at all. 

Many organizations make 
some attempt to create a 
succession plan for their senior-
most executives, and for good 
reason. Succession planning 
is considered a best practice 
for organizations that do not 
wish to suffer any significant 
leadership vacuum. However, 
very few take the time to design 

an offboarding plan for the 
myriad scenarios that force 
change at the topmost level of 
the leadership structure. 

There are also concerns around 
governance. Who is ultimately 
responsible for designing a 
contingency plan for executive 
departures? Who should be 
involved in that plan, and who 
triggers the implementation? 
These are questioning most 
organizations never get around 
to answering. 

This planning deficit is 
complicated by the fact that 

most career transition services 
are not really tailored to meet 
the unique needs of senior 
business leaders. Thus, at 
that moment when it is most 
important for an organization 
to help an executive make a 
smooth and amicable exit, 
CHROs are unsure about who to 
turn to for advice and support. 
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The Five Mistakes to Avoid 
in Leadership Transition

When organizations decide they need new 
leadership—regardless of the reason—it’s 
just as important to know “what not to 
do” as it is to know “what to do.” And, with 
corporate and personal reputations at stake, 
understanding the negative consequences 
of poorly managed leadership departures 
can help organizations avoid these common 
mistakes and ensure more amicable 
transitions.  

Mistake #1 - Offering standard 
outplacement services. 

Many organizations make the mistake of 
offering the same type of career transition 
service to all their employees. This approach 
misses the fact that transitions are different 
for every person. Senior leaders need a 
much bigger tailored and level-appropriate 
bespoke transition support team—that 
includes a highly accomplished Peer-level 
Advisor and a customized team of experts 
guiding them. “Doing right” by departing 
executives means selecting executive 
boutique services that provide the right 
depth and level of support that matches the 
value they have provided to the 
organization. 

Mistake #2 - Overlooking the business 
risks. 

With all the seismic change that started 
in 2020, a considerable number of senior 
leaders have departed or announced their 
intention to step down. Organizations 
that overlook the business risks of highly 
visible executive departures can be 
exposed to unnecessary backlash. Their 
customers, shareholders, employees, and 
the news media are constantly scrutinizing 
their decisions about senior leadership 
turnovers—and this will be even more 
prominent in the post-pandemic world.
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Mistake #3 - Discounting the 
impact on their peers. 

During their tenure, senior 
executives tend to build very 
strong peer-level ties. In our 
experience most everyone who 
involuntarily loses their job, 
regardless of their position in the 
hierarchy, experiences feelings 
of insecurity and anxiety at some 
point. Leaders who remain in 
the business want to trust that 
the organization will do right by 
the outgoing executive. That’s 
why providing the right level of 
support builds greater trust in 
the organization and improves 
retention overall. 

Mistake #4 - Missing the 
value of their influence. 

In addition to their internal 
influence, leaders in  
transition also have extensive 
connections outside the 
organization—with clients, 
market analysts, business 
partners, suppliers, and the 
media. Therefore, it’s important 
to recognize the value of 
their deep commitments and 
associations in the industry 
they have served. By keeping 
them on strong terms with 
the organization—as brand 
ambassadors and influential 
advocates—the transition 
becomes much smoother and 
more beneficial to the firm  
and the individual.   

Mistake #5 - Failure to plan. 

Executive departures can 
be deeply consequential 
events in the evolution of 

any organization. In the post-
pandemic world, constant and 
profound transformation is going 
to be the name of the game. 
A thoughtful, well-planned 
approach for re-casting your 
senior leadership team can 
replace ambiguity with certainty, 
and emotion with rational 
resolve.

A planful approach is always 
the best practice as it serves 
organizations well in the long 
term. Just as business strategies 
are required to move an 
organization into the future, so 
too is solid preparation needed 
for managing all senior executive 
transitions. It’s also the right  
and respectful choice.
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How Planning Ahead Can 
Serve Both the Organization 
and the Individual 

It is impossible to precisely 
anticipate every executive 
transition scenario. The 
triggers for transition are 
varied and distinct. However, 
every organization can build a 
comprehensive plan that can 
go into effect whenever an 
executive transition is imminent. 
Simply put, the well-prepared 
approach is a process by which 
an organization commits to 
ensuring that every stakeholder 
and constituency—both 
internally and externally— knows 
his or her role whenever an 
executive transition is in play. 

The well-prepared approach 
requires involvement from the 
very top of the organization—
starting with the board of 
directors—and reaching all 
the way through to middle 
management. 

And, perhaps most importantly, 
it requires a transition partner to 
help support the leaders of the 
company who are managing the 
exit, as well as the individual 
executive who may be departing. 
Objective, dispassionate advice 
from a third party can be 
essential in the execution 
of a seamless, stable executive 
transition. 

After recognizing the need 
to prepare, you may still be 
wondering about what exactly 
goes into a comprehensive 
executive transition plan. In 
broad terms, an executive 
transition plan should fully 
embrace three key best 
practices: 
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Transparency and 
Communication
Transparency describes the need 
to be as clear as possible about 
why the departure is happening 
and sharing the information with 
key stakeholders sooner rather 
than later, if at all possible. 
Remarkably, many organizations 
shy away from making the 
reasons for a termination 
explicit, assuming that the 
individual involved has a pretty 
clear idea of why they are 
leaving.

Collaboration and 
Empathy –  
"Caring & Daring"
Collaboration outlines the 
process of working with the 
individual involved, as well as 
critical internal team members, 
to create the talk track for the 
exit—both for internal and 
external purposes—and the 
timing for what gets said and 
when. It’s also about agreeing 
now on what will be said when 
possible future employers call 
about the departing executive 
down the road.

Support from the 
right partner 

Support can take many forms, 
but close association with an 
external transition partner 
can certainly help. This can be 
particularly important when 
the transition is accompanied 
by emotionally charged 
conditions. In these scenarios, 
trusted outside counsel for 
departing executives can help 
manage the story line for the 
termination. Support is also 
about helping the company to 
offer the departing executive 
references and relevant contacts 
where appropriate, both in the 
industry as well as with executive 
recruiters, when possible.
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Support for the Individual 
Executive in Transition 

The execution and oversight of a transition 
is not, however, the only obligation 
organizations have to ensure success in 
what is otherwise a very sensitive and 
uncertain event. Organizations must ensure 
that the executive in transition is supported 
throughout this difficult experience, 
and must take steps to avoid drama, 
negative headlines and other challenging 
disruptors.

Although business executives are often 
looked upon as the most capable and 
skilled employees at any organization, they 
are also people who often come to think of 
their careers as a defining element of who 
and what they are. When the context of a 
career in executive leadership is disrupted 
or terminated, the result can be extremely 
unsettling. And that brings a lot of emotion 
into the equation.  

It’s important to remember that the 
executive in transition has much more to 
deal with than the shock of losing a job. 
Executives have deep commitments to, and 
association with, their careers and 
employers. Losing that touchstone can 
undermine their entire lives. 

As is the case with any individuals facing this 
kind of change, executives do actually 
need support, although in many instances, 
they may not think they need any help at all. 
Some executives have such impressive 
networks, they are never at a loss about 
who to contact or where to look for their 
next job. Even the most well-connected 
executives can benefit from guidance 
around how to best engage and leverage 
their networks. Having a strategic 
relationship plan and knowing what to say 
and when is critically important to how they 
manage their brand as they execute on their 
outreach campaigns.
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Many others, however, will not 
know where to turn. Depending 
on the age of the individual, it 
may be assumed that retirement 
is the preferred option following 
a transition. Or, maybe it’s 
board service, a portfolio career, 
embarking on an entrepreneurial 
venture, strategic advisory work, 
teaching or some mix of these 
options. 

Research into senior business 
leaders in transition confirms 
that most simply do not know 
the breadth of options available 
to them. Even when made aware 
of those options, they are 
sometimes not equipped with 
the information and insight 
needed to identify 

the best one for them. Many 
executives, particularly those 
with a deep association with 
a single organization for most 
of their careers, have limited 
knowledge of the world outside 
their current job. 

As mentioned earlier, it’s 
important that both the 
organization and the individual 
come to an agreement on how 
the transition will be described. 
A common narrative ensures the 
message supports the 
individual, the organization 
and the corporate and 
employer brand, so much so 
that it’s an area where a 
leadership transition partner is 
essential to help both parties 
achieve a win-win outcome. 
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The Successful Leadership 
Transition Checklist 

Like all great organizational challenges, solutions are found in solid preparation. You need 
to know what to do and when to do it. And the best way of sorting that equation is to come 
up with a checklist.  The following is more of a template than a comprehensive road map 
to managing a senior executive transition. Just as business strategies are required to move 
an organization into the future, so to is solid preparation needed for managing all senior 
executive transitions.

1. Building the transition team and first point of
contact

All effective executive transition plans begin with a defined transition team. While 
the exact composition will depend on the person involved in the transition and 
the type of separation, in most instances, your team begins with representation 
from the board of directors.  Determine the person to whom the transition team is 
accountable and will be the first point of contact. If you’re managing the exit of a 
senior executive, the CEO or CHRO will take point. If the CEO is being terminated, 
then senior oversight will be provided by the board chair or chair of the executive 
committee.  The team will be filled out with other key stakeholders, including the 
CXO, the CHRO, general counsel, head of compensation and benefits, and head of 
public relations / communications. 

2. Get the full picture and communication right

Although it seems odd, transition teams do not have all the information they need 
to start planning a departure. It is essential that the team assemble all relevant 
information about the cause of the separation. In particular, the team needs to 
determine if this is a voluntary or involuntary separation, establish all contractual 
obligations, legal implications and liability to the organization from any actions 
taken by the executive on the decision to terminate. All this must be done before 
any contact with the executive involved.  Whatever is said to the executive in 
transition at the first point of contact will set the tone and direction of all future 
discussions and decisions. As a result, it is important to establish a consistent 
script and ensure that all key stakeholders are aligned. The executive involved will 
want to know exactly what the organization is going to say about the separation. 
The importance of clear, unambiguous, and consistent language cannot be 
understated.
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3. Negotiation, partnering with the right
leadership transition firm and managing
unintended consequences

You should always enter a separation negotiation with an eye on building an 
agreement that is acceptable to both the company and the affected individual. 
This is not always easy when prohibitions are part of the equation. Even the best-
planned executive separations can occasionally run off the rails. It’s the nature 
of the beast. Executive transitions can be sensitive events for both the individual 
and the organization. Try to think through potential unintended consequences 
that might occur, remembering that no organization can maintain complete 
control over the details of a separation. Stakeholders, customers, employees, 
suppliers, and the news media all have their own agendas and thoughts about 
high-profile departures. Anticipate that and be prepared to hold firm on your 
script and plan when outside pressures intervene.
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Summary

Many of your customers will 
scrutinize you in the months that 
follow. Given that the economic 
stresses that accompanied 
the pandemic were not the 
consequence of any specific 
incompetence or malfeasance, 
it will be important to showcase 
your organization as a fair and 
respectful employer who knows 
how to treat people who are 
leaving through no fault of their 
own.

Organizations that suffer 
collateral damage to their brand 
are typically those that try to 
transform their leadership ranks 
in an ad hoc fashion. Executive 
departures can be emotional, 
messy and complex challenges, 
particularly as we begin 
adapting to the aftermath of a  
global public health crisis. It’s 
not surprising that many 
organizations shy away from 
proactively creating a team and 
a plan for something that can be 
so difficult and uncomfortable. 

However, avoiding the issue will 
not make it go away. It’s simply 
a fact of business life that there 
will be great volatility in the C-
Suite as organizations manage 
through this moment of 
accelerated change 

Reputations can be made or 
destroyed in a single news cycle. 
How executive departures are 

handled can have a profound 
effect on an organization’s brand, 
on the ability to attract and 
retain high quality talent, and on 
safeguarding the business during 
challenging times. 

In that context, an executive 
transition plan is an essential 
component of talent 
management. It’s just as 
important as recruitment and 
retention, and possibly more so 
in certain situations given the 
damage that can accrue to an 
organization’s brand from an 
awkward termination.

Executive departures can 
be deeply consequential 
events in the evolution of 
any organization. In the post-
pandemic world, constant and 
profound transformation is going 
to be the name of the game. 
A thoughtful, well-planned 
approach for re-casting your 
senior leadership team can 
replace ambiguity with certainty, 
and emotion with rational 
resolve. 

Are leadership shake-ups on the 
horizon at your organization? 
Read more to learn how to 
prepare a planful approach 
that protects the company’s 
brand and provides the support 
needed for smooth transitions.
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International Center for 
Executive Options (ICEO™)

The International Center for 
Executive Options (ICEO) is the only 
global boutique practice in the world 
that provides exclusive, bespoke 
career advisory services for sitting 
and transitioning senior leaders. 
With over 50 years of experience 
in executive career consulting 
and leadership development, our 
highly accomplished Advisors 
have supported countless leaders 
around the globe to assess, identify, 
and successfully navigate the next 
chapter in their career and life 
journey

The impact of enterprise 
transformation on leaders

Today’s businesses face constant, 
unprecedented change. Digital 
transformation. Mergers and 
acquisitions. Divestitures. 
Restructuring. Global expansion. 

Economic change. These, and other 
complex challenges, are resulting in 
unprecedented leadership turnover. 
In fact, 2020 ended with one of the 
highest executive turnover rates on 
record.

The business imperative: 
Orderly transition of 
leaders

Leadership career decisions and 
transitions are highly visible, 
internally, and externally, posing 
significant risk to the reputation and 
brand of both the executive and the 
organization. We understand that 
these are decisions not to be taken 
lightly. Providing the appropriate 
support and resources during 
leadership transition is a business 
imperative with substantial return 
on investment. The way leaders are 
treated upon departure is critical in 
enhancing engagement with existing 
and future employees.
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Trusted advisors to the 
world’s top business leaders

Mitigating risk while supporting the 
unique opportunities available to 
senior executives requires a strategic, 
comprehensive approach to career 
decision-making, life planning and 
transition. ICEO provides an unparalleled 
experience in which strategic Advisors 
with global connections, expert career 
coaches, assessment insights, and 
personal and leadership development 
services are combined in a bespoke 
offering to support the unique career 
pursuits of accomplished senior leaders. 
Our advisory and expert teams are 
strategically located across the globe to 
think global and act local and meet our 
clients where they are.

We provide insights

During periods of change, it can be 
difficult to determine the precise 
direction and decisions that will lead 
to a situation that is the perfect fit and 
provides deep satisfaction. Working with 
ICEO’s assessment team and advisors, 

executives articulate their purpose, 
assess, and explore their options, and 
confidently move forward. Our ICEO 
Peer Advisors and executive mentors 
help senior leaders think in different 
ways, open doors to new possibilities, 
and choose the best options. We 
provide comprehensive global support, 
resources, and connections for all 
executive career and life options.

The superior experience for 
senior leaders

ICEO delivers an unequivocally superior 
experience because we surround each 
senior leader with a dedicated, bespoke 
team of Peer Advisors and experts. At the 
center of each customized team is a 
dedicated ICEO Peer Advisor who brings 
extensive experience in partnering with 
senior leaders as they explore and 
pursue their career options. Like our 
clients, our ICEO Advisors are 
accomplished business leaders, board 
members and successful entrepreneurs. 
They provide structure, direction, advice, 
feedback, coaching and counsel. They 

also orchestrate the ICEO team-based 
approach, facilitating access to ICEO 
subject matter experts, alumni, and 
mentors, as well as industry experts, 
friends of the firm, and other resources 
as appropriate

We make connections

Networking at the senior executive level 
in the pursuit of new opportunities can 
be a complex and delicate process with 
reputational risk. Our ICEO Advisors 
provide a systematic approach to 
networking that brings efficiency and 
structure to an otherwise daunting 
undertaking, enabling executives to 
fully leverage their networks—and 
ours. With credibility and connectivity 
into more than 12,000 LHH customer 
firms worldwide and an unparalleled 
network of global and local influencers 
and business leaders, we personally 
introduce our ICEO clients to 
accomplished decision makers who offer 
direction and opportunities.
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“C-suite executives can benefit 
greatly from uniquely tailored 
services to ensure successful 
transitions, particularly in the 
early months of a new role.”

Kathleen Taylor
ICEO Sponsor

Former President and CEO
Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts



Best Practices in Leadership Transition

19

About the Authors

Reuben Cohen
SVP, Managing Director, USA
International Center for Executive Options
Reuben.Cohen@LHH.com

Reuben Cohen is the International Center for Executive Options (ICEO)Practice Lead for the USA.   
Reuben has built and leads a boutique practice that provides high-touch leadership transformation 
support to organizations and their leaders through various change initiatives. He offers organizations a 
unique combination of strategic thinking with a call to action that supports their business missions, 
their leaders, and their brands. Earlier in his career, Reuben was a Managing Director at Bankers Trust. 
He received an MBA from the Wharton School and an A.B. from Brown University.

Connect with Reuben on LinkedIn https://www.linkedin.com/in/reubencohen 

Christophe Touton 
Managing Director, Europe 
International Center for Executive Options
Christophe.Touton@LHH.com

Christophe brings a deep passion for helping businesses and senior leaders to prepare for business 
transformation. As a trusted advisor to leading internationals FT 500 firms, Christophe brings extensive 
experience of designing and deploying innovative leadership programs, to deliver successful, seamless 
leadership transitions. Christophe has been Partner at Heidrick & Struggles, Executive Director at IMD 
and CEO at Xerox in Switzerland, Austria, and CEE. Christophe serves at various leading business and 
trade associations, advisory boards and is Professor at the BSL. Christophe holds a master’s in law 
from the University of Bordeaux and an MBA from IAE Bordeaux. He has also participated in executive 
programs at INSEAD and IMD. 

Connect with Christophe on Linkedin https://www.linkedin.com/in/christophe-touton 



Best Practices in Leadership Transition

20

About

LHH
In today’s marketplace, organizations are discovering the need to turn their 
attention inward to find their future talent. At Lee Hecht Harrison (LHH), we help 
companies see the possibilities in their people. Through assessments, coaching, 
upskilling and transitioning, companies can realize the untapped potential within 
their own workforce, resulting in increased productivity, morale, and brand 
affinity. 

A division of The Adecco Group – the world’s leading HR solutions partner – LHH’s 
4,000 coaches and colleagues work with more than 7,000 organizations in over 
60 countries around the world. We make a difference to everyone we work with, 
and we do it on a global scale. We have the local expertise, global infrastructure, 
and industry-leading technology to manage the complexity of critical workforce 
initiatives and the challenges of transformation. It’s why 60% of the Fortune 500 
companies choose to work with us.

The International Center for 
Executive Options (ICEO)
The International Center for Executive Options (ICEO) is a boutique global practice 
from Lee Hecht Harrison that provides exclusive, bespoke career advisory services 
for sitting and transitioning senior leaders. With over 50 years of experience 
in executive career consulting and leadership development, we’ve supported 
countless leaders around the world to assess, identify and successfully navigate 
the next chapter in their career and life journey. 

Our advisory and expert teams are strategically located across the globe to think 
global and act local and meet our clients where they are.

©2021 Lee Hecht Harrison LLC. All rights reserved.




