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I oft en t ell  colleagues t hat  I 
donÕt  read any Peter Drucker 
books unt i l they are more t han 
10 years old,  because his 
thinking is at  least  a decade 
ahead of my understanding. 
 
In ref lect ing on succession 
planning, I went  back to his 
1973 classic,  Management : 
Tasks, Responsibil it ies, 
Pract ices.   He contends that  
developing competent  succes-
sors is an Òelementary 
responsibili ty which a business 
enterprise owes t o societ y.Ó p.  
420.  However, he specif ically 
dif ferent iates management  
development  f rom Òreplace-
ment  planningÓ an act ivity he 
argues is a Òuseless exerciseÓ 
that  Òmay even do harmÓ p.423 
 
On page 411, Drucker describes 
a past  pract ice of the Catholic 
Church in select ing t he people 
who f il l a bishopÕs posit ion by 
rotat ing among t hose who, by 
temperament , are primarily 
pastors,  t heologians,  or 
administ rators.  All  t hree styles 
are needed in a diocese, but  
one person is unlikely to 
display t hem all.   Therefore,  he 
reports t hat  t he church in 
managing diocesan succession 
does not  t ry t o f ind someone 
j ust  like his predecessor,  but  
rather specif ically looks for 
someone who is dif ferent .    
 
ThatÕs a good model for CEO 
succession as well . 

Succession Planning 
vs. 

Planning for Succession 
 

I am not  a believer in succession planning,  but  I am a st rong advocate of 
planning for succession.   What  I mean is t hat  I am skept ical  of programs 
that  often become very large bureaucrat ic, paper exercises.   However,  I 
agree wit h Drucker (see Sidebar) t hat  developing competent  successors is 
a fundamental obligat ion of leaders and organizat ions. 
 
For t en years of my professional career I was a VP for 
HR, f irst  at  Unit ed Healt h Services and later at  Johns 
Hopkins. As I at t ended nat ional HR conferences,  I was 
impressed by my colleagues who had sophist icated 
succession planning programs in place.  I am sure many 
of you are familiar wit h them.  Typically, t here is an 
elaborate evaluat ion and documentat ion system that  
cascades t hrough al l levels of management .  Of t en t hey 
use red,  yel low and green lights t o summarize 
advancement  potent ial.   
 
As I studied and learned more about  t hese systems, however,  my 
admirat ion faded.   As wit h many other Òprograms,Ó I saw that  t he paper 
oft en became more important  t han t he purpose.   I applauded t he idea 
that  companies were conscient ious about  select ion and t hat  they spread 
awareness t hroughout  all  levels of the organizat ion.   That  is as i t  should 
be.   It  seemed,  however,  t hat  more energy was being placed on thinking 
about  development  t han actually doing it .  
 
To focus on development  calls for changes in at t it udes and act ions.   The 
leaders and organizat ions most  ef fect ive at  developing new leaders have 
several elements in common.   For example: 

!  These leaders believe in development . They role model learning 
and applicat ion.   They invest  t heir t ime and at t ent ion. 

!  They behave generously.   They enj oy coaching and mentoring.  
They also expect  t o learn from those t hey mentor. 

!  They build development  into t he work i tself,  rather t han 
expect ing it  t o come f rom books,  courses,  and inst ruct ion.  They 
assign int erest ing proj ects and provide growth opportunit ies t hat  
challenge others to make substant ive cont ribut ions t o the mission 
of t he organizat ion. 

!  They encourage innovat ion.  They are ready t o take risks wit h 
young people and to support  t he risks t hat  t hey,  in turn,  take.   

!  They have high standards; they t est  and st retch others. 
!  They build on individual st rengths;  they donÕt  make clones. 
!  Development  of self  and others is planful,  but  not  programmed.   

Mentoring is modeled, encouraged, supported, and rewarded, not  
imposed. 

 
Thus, t he task of the leader in planning for succession is t o help others t o 
learn and grow.  And t hat  is t he help a consultant  should provide as well 
because at t ent ion t o individual development , more t han any program, 
will posit ion t he organizat ion for both cont inuity and change. 

Cont inued on next  page



Succession Planning and the 
Next  Generat ion 

 
I see no hope f or  t he f ut ure of  our  people i f  t hey 
are dependent  on t he f r ivolous yout h of  t oday, 
f or  cer t ainly al l  yout h are reckless beyond words. 
When I was a boy,  we were t aught  t o be discret e 
and respect f ul  of  elders,  but  t he present  yout h 
are exceedingly wise and impat ient  of  rest raint . 
-~at t r ibut ed t o Hesiod (8t h cent ury B.C.) 
 
When I speak wit h senior managers, I somet imes 
hear them despair of long-t erm succession planning. 
They lament  that  t he next  generat ion,  who are now 
the middle managers of t heir organizat ions, donÕt  
share t heir work ethic, skills, or commitment  t o t he 
mission.   And t hey pull  out  their hair about  t he 
young people j ust  being hired.   Therefore, t hey say, 
succession planning is doomed before i t  starts. 
 
I donÕt  agree wit h t heir reasoning, but  I must  agree 
with t heir conclusions.  If  you believe that  t he 
people behind you are not  capable of moving up,  
succession planning is doomed before i t  starts. 
 
When I f irst  heard negat ive comments about  t he 
next  generat ion coming out  of t he mouths of baby-
boomers, I was astounded.   I t hought  t hey were 
teasing me, sarcast ically imitat ing t heir elders from 
the 60Õs, who considered the long hair,  music,  and 
polit ics of t he boomers t o signal t he end of 
civilizat ion,  as t hey knew i t .    The boomer anthem, 
aft er al l,  was ÒSex, Drugs, and Rock Ôn Roll .Ó  
 
I soon realized,  however,  t hat  t hey were serious.   
They apparent ly had forgot t en two t hings: f irst ,  t hat  
they themselves had been seen as slackers and 
rebels,  and second,  t hat  every generat ion crit icizes 
the next  (and previous) wit h lit t le real substance.   
My fatherÕs generat ion was cri t icized by his fatherÕs,  

 
yet  t hey grew up to be t he so-called ÒGreatest  
Generat ion.Ó 
 
Each generat ion seems to be marked by character-
ist ics that  make i t  di f ferent  from its predecessors.   
Therefore, it  is j udged to be worse when viewed by 
the elders.  I think some humilit y and perspect ive 
are called for.   A rat ional look at  our own histories 
should make humilit y easy.  And advancing age 
should make perspect ive possible, or we have lost  
one of t he cardinal benefi ts of growing older. 
 
Recent ly, I asked a young physician j ust  out  of 
residency what  t raits of his generat ion he fel t  could 
be most  valuable to organizat ions.   He reflected a 
moment  and said, ÒWe t ry to simplify things,  t o 
remove unnecessary steps,  and to work more 
ef f icient ly.Ó  I thought  about  all  of my colleagues 
at t empt ing to install  lean product ion methods in 
their organizat ions and wondered i f  they realized 
they already have in-house advocates t o whom they 
could t urn. 
 
Before I had a chance to comment  on t his, the 
young physician cont inued: ÒHowever,  I worry about  
the interns j ust  coming out  of medical school.  They 
j ust  donÕt  seem to be as wel l prepared as we were.Ó   
And so it  goes. 
 
I donÕt  t hink succession planning is doomed,  but  it  
does require an at t it ude adj ustment .   We need t o 
look at  t he benefits t he next  generat ions bring to 
the table.   We do need to t rain t hem and share our 
insights wit h t hem, but  we also need to be mentally 
and emot ionally ready for t his to be a two way 
st reet . 
 
Teachers must  be prepared to learn if  t hey want  t o 
be effect ive and inspiring t eachers.   I contend that  
the same is t rue for leaders.

 
 

ÒWe have a saying in t he movement  t hat  we don' t  t rust  anybody over  30.Ó 
                                                                        -- Jack Weinberg, Berkeley act ivist   1960Õs 
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