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Introduction to Succession Management
Succession planning is the process of identifying indi-
viduals to fill critical roles in the business. It involves a
proactive approach to career and talent management
and it ty pically involves putting financial resources
into people’s development, especially those who aspire
to stay with the business. A firm typically invests more
heavily in those people who are most likely to prog-
ress in the business and stay with the organization
in a critical role. Development may include internal
mentoring, job assignments, leadership coaching,
training and industry exposure, among other things.

In professional services firms, succession planning
is important given that employees typically require
specialized skills and training; t here is a shor tage of
skilled professionals at the highest levels; and there
are a number of senior partners who are planning for
retirement. However, when im plementing a suc ces-
sion program there are a number of things that could
derail the program. These stem from the reality that
professional services firms employ knowledge workers
who are highly invested in their careers, they do bill-
able work, and there is often a significant gap between
senior resources and the next level down.

For smaller firms, partners need to acknowl-
edge that they may not have the people internally

with the interest or capability to run the firm in the
future. In this instance, succession planning trans-
lates into more of a recruitment activity where the
firm sources external candidates to run the firm.
With external hires, one of the components that is
most important for success is cultural fit and values.
Although there are many selection techniques that
can help you assess culture fit and values, the reality
is that it can still be quite difficult. Given this, it is
best to start recruiting for a new partner at least
a year before you actually need them, and have at
least six months overlap with existing partners who
are leaving or retiring to transition the new person.
This will give the firm adequate time to assess “fit”
and in the event it do es not work out, there will
be time to start the search again without delaying
retirement plans.

Six Succession Management Pitfalls in Profes-
sional Services Firms

If you ar e a senior leader in a pr ofessional services
firm, you are likely thinking about initiating a formal
succession planning program, or refining an existing
plan. Before you take the plunge, here are six pitfalls
unique to professional services firms and some strate-
gies for ensuring your program is a success.
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e Risk to clients: A key part of succession planning is structuring
job assignments that address development gaps. In professional
services this must be managed carefully, so that employees who
are learning are not putting client projects at risk and s o that
clients are not being double-billed when a mentor is assigned to
correct someone’s work.

e Talent crunch: In a professional services firm the senior partners
or senior project leads are typically over-resourced on projects
because they have specialized skills t hat are in high demand.
This is e specially true for senior engineers, tax professionals
and accountants with specialized training. The catch-22 is that
these are the same p eople who would mak e excellent mentors.
This puts strain on the organization because while you need the
senior people to mentor, you do not want to over-burden them to
the point that they consider leaving the organization for greater
work-life balance.

e Partners who don’t leave: Given the partnership model in many
professional services firms, partners often stay with the business
for a long time. This limits career options for the next generation
of leaders who want to fast track their careers. If up-and-comers
feel like their careers are being stalled due to slow turnover at the
top, they may opt to leave for larger firms.

o Technical leaders promoted into people leadership positions:
Right now there are shortages of people who can fulfill the senior
leadership responsibilities typically required in a pr ofessional
services firm: sales, people leadership, client delivery and
technical responsibilities. Given this, it can be tempting to
promote a technical person into a senior leadership role, despite
them showing limited potential to perform all a spects of the
role. Unfortunately, there is a high pobability they will fail. Don’t
forget, once you have promoted them, it is har d to reverse the
decision.

e High potential politics: As part of a succession program, certain
employees are often tagged as “high potentials” Tle firm invests
more heavily in high p otentials’ skill de velopment to address
the succession gap. In a pr ofessional services firm, whether or
not to call some people high p otentials and not ot hers needs
to be thought through carefully. You want to ensure that future
leaders know they are being considered for upcoming vacancies
yet you don’t want to alienate solid performers who may not be
likely to progress.

o Senior leaders feel threatened: For senior leaders who have
invested many years in the firm, succession planning may be
viewed as a threat. If senior leaders feel pushed out of the firm or
that their security and identity may be at risk, they may exhibit
dysfunctional and pr otective behaviours and not tr uly support
leadership development efforts.

For these reasons, it is important to have a well-thought-out

succession management strategy and to proactively identify and
address the issues that could derail your program.
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Key Success Factors for Succession Planning

Given these challenging realities, here are six strategies that can
help your professional services firm develop a successful succes-
sion program.

o Articulate a succession program philosophy: Before getting
started, take the time to articulate why you ar e embarking on
succession planning and how ivesting in high potentials is similar
to or different from other employee development programs. Be
sure that the message is “we invest in everyone’s development”;
however, the development opportunities are different depending
on the role and future opportunities for the person.

o Get started early: To avoid putting additional strain on partners
and senior technical leads, get started early with succession
planning. It is much easier to develop people over a longer time
horizon than to implement a succession program when you are
facing a crisis and need people to get up to speed fast.

e Focus on culture and long-term incentives: For smaller firms
that may not b e able to offer fast track positions, spend time
developing your culture and offer lifestyle perks and pr oject
opportunities that far surpass the competition. The younger
generation wants to have a career and a life and they may sacri-
fice career status for these benefits. Incentives tied to long-term
performance can also aid in retention efforts and make it more
difficult for people to leave, especially if the payout is significant
for achieving long-term goals.

e When promoting people, think holistically: Before starting your
selection process, clarify the experience, knowledge and behav-
iours that will lead to success. To add obj ectivity to selection
decisions, use a variety of selection techniques such as structured
interviews and psychometrics related to sales ability and people
leadership. After someone is promoted, put a transition plan in
place that clearly defines expectations and goals, and mitigates
any downside.

e Leverage internal mentors and coaches: Internal mentors are
senior people in the business who can help with knowledge
transfer and learning the operational ropes. Tley offer valuable
insight and hands-on experience to successors. External coaches
can be used to help individuals refine certain leadership behav-
iours such as helping them to be more influential in the business
and more effective at managing people. If internal mentors do not
have the time, ability, or indination to coach and develop people,
be realistic about this and invest more heavily in external coaches
or use retirees or consultants to help with development.

o Add mentorship into partnership exit agreements: When partners
are slated for retirement, set the expectation that they are to stay
on as part-time mentors for at least a few months after officially
resigning from their role. Once their day-to-day responsibilities
are off their plate, they will be able to provide more focused
operational coaching to the up-and-comers, which is invaluable
for developing successors. m
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