A Guide to Succession Planning
Introduction – the case against ‘grooming’
The most common assumption about succession planning is that it’s about grooming someone to fill your shoes when you leave.  While this is one, narrow approach to succession planning that is often used, it is not the only, nor usually the best approach.  Grooming an individual to replace their supervisor may be entirely appropriate and fair in a very few situations; however, more often than not this approach unfairly disadvantages other good candidates and does not necessarily lead to the best fit between the successor’s capabilities and the job they are expected to do.  There are a number of reasons for this.

The job changes over time (especially when there is a handover).  The skills and approaches that made one person successful in the past will not necessarily work for the next person in the future.  The replacement should not be someone who can do the old job, but someone who will excel in what that job will become in the future.  Grooming a replacement doesn’t always work for this and risks setting the new person up for failure because they have prepared themselves for a different job to the one they end up with.  The assumptions they have held about what will make them successful don’t hold true for long.
Grooming individuals risks creating a clone.  The original supervisor is most likely to praise, encourage and reinforce approaches that suit his/her style of operating and are based on his/her perspective on the job.  This doesn’t mean they are the ideal ways of doing the job now or in the future.  Appointing the groomed individual can thus stifle the unit’s ability to evolve and move forward.

Grooming individuals to succeed their supervisors also runs the risk that we set people up for disappointment.  If the organization’s needs change, the point at which a manager/leader leaves is often the ideal opportunity to reassess the mission and structure of a unit.  In this process, units are sometimes reorganized, split or combined with others.  These changes affect how many leaders are needed and/or the responsibilities of the role.  The position the successor expects to move into may disappear or become an entirely different job.  Grooming an individual for a specific role may provide development that is too narrow to be of certain use to them or the organization in the future.

Grooming for a specific job is also, more often than not, unfair and not in the best interests of the organization or the individual concerned.  It limits the opportunities for others less closely connected with the leader’s work to seek career progression, which lowers morale and undermines loyalty, commitment and trust.  

So, what’s the alternative?

A broader approach: elements of effective succession planning

Effective succession planning does two things: it minimizes human resource threats to continuity of operations and it builds organizational agility to respond to new challenges.  
The main, practical elements of effective succession planning include the following:

1  Knowledge management

This is about establishing procedures for capturing and sharing essential knowledge.  The success of any unit should not be dependent on the knowledge, skills and experience of any one individual.  Practical steps involve investing in cross-training, shadowing, documenting procedures and protocols and ensuring all members of the unit know what other members do.  It also involves ensuring members of one unit understand how their work fits into the bigger picture of college operations and how other units do work that is related to the original unit’s efforts – what they need from each other to support smooth operations.   
2  Environmental awareness

It is essential to maintain awareness of significant organizational challenges, both internal and external, and their likely implications for effective succession planning.  We need to know how to adapt effectively to changing demands in terms of developing new knowledge/skills and making a point of hiring for knowledge/skills we can’t effectively grow ourselves.  

3  Performance management 

Managers should continuously seek to improve their ability to influence the performance levels and support the development of those they supervise.  Having regular conversations about career planning and individual development planning, aligned to the College’s needs, should be standard activities managers engage in with their teams.  

4 Development planning

The College seeks to make accessible an appropriate range of development opportunities for all employees to continuously enhance performance, support career aspirations and capitalize on potential to assume higher levels of responsibility.  It’s also important to ensure that development opportunities prepare employees to respond effectively to organizational challenges and change.  Individuals who take responsibility for their own career and development are more likely to be successful in achieving career progression because they are proactive in using development opportunities to prepare themselves to be the best candidate for positions that become available.  In this context, grooming is redundant.
5  Strategic hiring

It is essential to take future needs and challenges of the College into account when hiring for key positions, not just current requirements.  Ideally, we will hire for competencies and expertise that we are less able to grow ourselves.

6 Monitor and support diversity and inclusion

All succession planning efforts must be inclusive and avoid disadvantaging any specific group.  It is important to evaluate the College environment to ensure we support development of a diverse talent pool.

PAGE  
2

