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Rare are the executives who do not consider, hope
for, or plan their way forwards and upwards in their
working careers – their promotion...

F

or the company making an external hire,
aside from the direct costs associated with
these transitions (executive search fees
& advertising, golden hellos, guaranteed
bonuses etc.) – estimated at above 2x the new
senior hire’s salary – the most significant cost of an
unsuccessful transition is its ‘systemic repercussion.’
The promotion or hiring of a new leader inevitably
affects the dynamic of the existing team they are
promoted or hired to lead, with increased risk of team
members leaving or underperforming if they are not well
managed. Furthermore, there may be a snowball effect
on other teams within the same organisation, clients
and even the competition. Indeed, an unsuccessful
transition also induces significant loss of time, which
gives the competition time and space to ‘run ahead’;
again, according to McKinsey, the potential loss can
be between six and eighteen months: overall, a very
high cost for all concerned.

R

are are the executives who do not
consider, hope for, or plan their way
forwards and upwards in their working
careers – their promotion. However, as
they climb the steep ladder of hierarchy,
as they face less competition in numbers (only
competing with the happy few at the top), the lonelier
they find themselves. They are often no longer able
to share their challenges, doubts and (if they could
admit them) fears with anyone. According to a 2018
McKinsey study, and rather surprisingly, “when
asked to rank life’s challenges in order of difficulty,
‘making a transition at work’ featured ahead of
bereavement, divorce, and health issues”.
When looking at the transitions of senior executives, it
is worth considering the viewpoint of both the company
hiring or promoting, and the individuals themselves.
For the individual, these transitions are often filled with
tension and involve a high degree of risk for themselves
and their environment. They imply a higher degree of
commitment to the firm and potentially a further change
of work/life balance, when time and focus can shift
further away from their personal lives. There is also
increased pressure for the individuals to succeed,
with repercussions on their reputations and existing
professional relationships, and less access to people
they can ‘share the load’ with.
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Research has also shown that when leaders
wrestle with their transition, the performance
of their direct reports is generally 15%
lower than those led by high-performing
leaders; furthermore, the likelihood of their
direct reports leaving the company or losing
motivation is 20% greater in this scenario
(source: McKinsey May 2018).

Most people get promoted for their ability ‘to do’, for
their expertise in a particular area and their dexterity
at executing quickly and efficiently. They are promoted
for their task management and specific problem solving
abilities, when what will be needed of them as leaders
will be their ability to see which corporate challenges
need attending to, when and by whom. At the onset
of their promotion, executives need to be able to
turn around the prism they were using for analysing
situations, and spend time looking at the overall picture
rather than simply focusing on the detail. They need to
let go of all the ‘things’ they use to execute so expertly.
They need to know how and who to delegate to, while
being able to communicate the strategic vision which
will allow all business units to work coherently together
and move in the right direction.
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H

owever, it often feels more natural
for them to be tactical. To execute
satisfying, reassuring concrete tasks
which generate immediate results,
rather than to sit back to observe,
assess, build relationships and more
generally adopt a more strategic mindset. In this, they
need support, so they can work out what to let go of,
who to empower and what to focus on. When coaching
newly promoted senior executives, I often find the same
common traits: firstly, a certain sense of loss – loss of
identity, direction and to some extent power – which
accompanies their intuition that the specialist they were
has to become the strategic generalist needed to lead;
somehow, they feel they are leaving their expertise
behind and miss it; and secondly, an avid desire to
do more, by being everywhere, in what seems to have
become an even smaller amount of time available.
FROM BEING SOLO ARTIST TO BECOMING
THE CONDUCTOR
The first challenge promoted executives share with
me is often the complexity of shifting from running
one business unit to managing several. The trap they
can fall into is to micromanage their teams, especially
the unit(s) they were previously operational in – and
undermanage the others, highlighting the clear ‘comfort
zone syndrome’, which is provoked by the stress of
entering a broader role.

The first challenge promoted
executives share with me is often
the complexity of shifting from
running one business unit to
managing several.

T

his year, I had the pleasure of working over
a few months with other coaches on a large
group of newly promoted partners of a large
consulting firm. This work took place in large
and small groups, as well as one-to-one sessions.
During one of the individual sessions, one of the newly
promoted partners shared with me his increased stress
since promotion, as he felt he was losing control of his
time. “I don’t seem to be able to move any of my bigger
projects along in my new role given that apart from
anything else, I need to be ‘on the road’ twice as much
as before; my ‘to do list’ and my days are getting longer
and my productivity is suffering as a result”. So, I asked
him what he had actually ‘stopped doing’, what he had
delegated and how he organised his travelling time. In
reality, he had only delegated very menial tasks, had
not stopped doing any part of his former role and spent
his travelling time answering emails he was cc’d on...

To be able to be good leaders, senior executives need
to make the right decisions for the whole business, as
well as understand the skillset and strengths of their
teams and individual members. This is only possible if
they have taken time with each business unit – systems
within the system. Only then can they understand all of
their individual structures, practices and customs. This
is where mapping out the broader stakeholders, as well
as understanding the depth of relationships needed with
each one and between each one, is key. Only through a
deep reflection on the various systems, and time spent
on building new relationships (both for data gathering
and improved communication) can the new leader find
out where they need to dedicate their time and draw out
their priorities.
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T

he focus for this data gathering
increases the time shortage element,
as new responsibilities also induce new
requests from an increased number of
stakeholders: all the teams expect their
newly ‘acquired’ leader not only to listen
to their requests and queries and attend to them, but
also to represent them internally and externally at
conferences, client meetings, management meetings
etc., as well as dealing with their own broader agendas.
Saying ‘No’ isn’t something that comes naturally as new
leaders often feel they need to become an expert in
multiple areas and across different subjects.
FROM BEING THE MATTER EXPERT TO
BECOMING THE STRATEGIST

I recently coached the newly promoted COO of an
investment bank for whom, as part of the engagement,
we completed a 360 degree appraisal (inviting the view
of their colleagues across levels). The N-1 feedback
on his communication showed he was sometimes
perceived as impatient and/or curt – a view that didn’t
resonate with my initial impressions of him. He shared
with me that one of the difficulties he was facing in
his new broader role, was that he now had to interact
not only with investment bankers, but with individuals
across different departments and ‘functional’ staff
including IT. Their delivery and approach to issues
were very different to that of the individuals he was
used to managing, he explained, in terms of the way
they communicated their solutions, going through each

We have mentioned the need for the promoted
executive to ‘sit back’ and start focussing on the ‘big
picture.’ They also need to develop the skill to know
when to focus on details and when to focus on context
(and the relationship between the two) and the ability
to discern patterns (the ones linked to existing healthy
relationships and behaviours, to the ones that might
indicate a change is needed). New leaders also need
to look outside the firm (competition, the media, the
changes in regulation and market needs), and do all
this above their other supervisory mandates. Again,
they need to have the space to reflect on this with the
support of an external challenging sparring partner.
The above can only happen once they have understood
how to manage different types of employees. It is likely
that in their previous role, the executive was managing
a smaller number of people and possibly also that each
individual was more similar in work practice and delivery
to themselves. Accepting that different business units
require very different types of staff, with different
skillsets and aspirations, and knowing how to recruit the
complementary skills is also something that most new
leaders have not undertaken to such an extent before.
Spending time recognizing the needs and delivery
timelines of all units’ employees is also what will make
the leader in a larger role more strategic.
Lastly, understanding one’s new power of influence,
and the necessity of being a role model for all units
and individuals is something that a new leader can find
difficult to grasp fully. They need time to adapt their ways
of inspiring to suit different styles. Being walked through
the various situations and trying out new behaviours will
help avoid dangerous management pitfalls.
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Understanding one’s new power of
influence, and the necessity of being a
role model for all units and individuals
is something that a new leader can find
difficult to grasp fully.

process in granular detail. He admitted that he often
failed to take the time to understand and communicate
with them. We worked on understanding other people’s
behaviours and needs, the importance of and ways for
him to build these relationships, so he would able to
take rather than drag them all along with him.
We touched earlier on the general sense of loss that
is often felt by newly promoted executives in their new
roles and this can also include a sense of relationship
loss. Once overseeing larger teams – possibly even
various teams based on different continents – with the
increased number of individuals, depths of relationships
are more difficult to achieve and maintain. I sometimes
find a true sadness, even emptiness in some executives,
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who feel conflicted once they are in their ‘ivory tower’.
Again, this is not something that they are able to express
freely, and spending time communicating this loss while
also working out the types and level of relationships
needed, is something that can be extremely beneficial
to them, their staff and the success of their new role.
McKinsey reports that most organisations support
their newly appointed leaders with mentors or informal
“buddy” networks in their new roles, but only 47% of
external hires and 29% of internal promotions find
these helpful. This study also showed that only 32% of
organisations used tailored executive coaching, though
this method has been shown to double the likelihood of
successful transitions.

As Marshall Goldsmith wrote, “What got you
here won’t get you there” and this is very
applicable to executive transitions. So, while past
achievements are truly important to build one’s
career on, they cannot be solely relied upon for
the next part of your journey. “People often do
well in spite of certain habits, rather than because
of them, and need a ‘to stop’ list rather than one
listing what ‘to do’”.
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