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 training and  teambuilding

A LTHOUGH DEVELOPING LEADERS 
should be a top organizational 
priority, not every executive 
team is willing to take a good 

look at the long-term view of its leadership 
development needs. Just like many of us 
‘hope’ that the environmental issues in 
the world will just ‘go away’ without 
requiring bold personal action, it seems 
that some executives hold similar views 
about the pending leadership shortage.  

As HR professionals who know better, 
what are we do to? What strategies might 
you use to put the pending leadership cri-
sis front and centre, so the executives are 
willing to invest in your succession man-
agement strategy for the next decade and 
answer the key question: “What we will 
do if we run out of leaders?”

A Matter of Risk
One way of getting executive teams to 
explore this question and take action is to 
position succession management as a risk 
management strategy rather than as a 
leadership development exercise. In busi-
ness terms, the purpose of risk manage-
ment is to identify potential threats to the 
business, and to develop strategies to 

signifi cantly reduce them, or take steps to 
avoid them altogether.  Using this 
approach, the executive team identifies 
how big a risk succession management 
poses to the business, what types of risks 
are evident, and the likely impact of each 
risk. Based on this analysis of business 
impact, leadership development strategies 
are developed to mitigate risks with as 
much certainty as possible.

Many executive teams use the argument 
that this is not a top priority and they don’t 
need to take immediate action because they 
don’t know when this leadership crisis will 
hit or how hard. Although this is true, in 
the world of risk management, uncertainty 
is not a barrier to analysis or action. Instead, 
the executive team must ask:
• “How likely is it that we will be exposed 
to these negative events?”  
• “If we are, what might the impact be to 
our business?”  
• “How will a pending leadership shortage 
impact our ability to grow, serve custom-
ers, maintain quality, and be competitive 
with costs?” 

Through this dialogue, the probable 
degree of exposure to negative events and 
their probable consequences are exposed. 

Executive teams can typically relate to this 
type of business analysis because it ensures 
they are addressing the ‘high probability’ 
and ‘high impact’ succession risks. This is 
core language familiar in other business 
functions such as customer relationship 
management, fi nance and marketing.

Setting the Scenario Inside Out
Another approach for gaining executive 
buy-in is to utilize scenario planning, a 
tactic often used as part of the formal stra-
tegic planning process. To do scenario 
planning, the executive team must envi-
sion how macro-economic forces like an 
economic downturn, an aging population 
or continued growth in their industry will 
impact their ability to attract, retain and 
develop leaders at the appropriate pace. 
This macro analysis is then coupled with 
an internal analysis of business opera-
tions. To do this, executive teams must 
consider where they anticipate growth, 
which roles are critical for strategy execu-
tion and how the operations may change 
as different scenarios unfold.  

With this external and internal analysis, 
they will be able to identify ‘trigger points’ 
for investment in succession planning, 

along with a process for monitoring move-
ments toward each of these trigger points. 
For example, one trigger point may be a 
plan for growth coupled with an industry 
shortage of skilled leaders, and pending 
internal retirements. When there is a high 
probability that all three of these circum-
stances will collide simultaneously, it is a 
call for action and a trigger to invest signifi -
cantly and creatively in attracting, retaining 
and developing leaders. It is rare that the 
trigger will happen without warning. 
Usually, we get strong warning signs that 
we can categorize as ‘amber’ or ‘red’ risks.  

Ideally, the executive team does some 
upfront analysis on what should be done 
when the different trigger points are met 
or as different scenarios unfold, and start 
to get the signs that the leadership crises is 
impacting business in a signifi cant way. 
They don’t want to be in the situation 
where they hit the red zone without any 
leadership candidates for critical roles, and 
are asking, “What should we do now?” 

Obviously, waiting until things start to 
move quickly in a negative direction may 
mean it is too late for the organization to 
be able to respond without negative conse-
quences. Instead, they want to consider 
scenarios and develop strategic action 
plans. For example, if a substantial rise in 
growth coupled with a shortage of leader-
ship talent in critical areas of the business 
will negatively impact the business, there 
should be a plan for reducing the risk that 
includes key action steps. Action steps 
may involve putting leaders on a fast-track 
development program, cultivating rela-
tionships with external successors, or 
redesigning the work to eliminate some 
leadership positions.

Change the Perspective, Fix the Focus
So, if you are having challenges getting 
your executive team to strategically exam-
ine how the pending leadership shortage 
may impact your business and what to do 
about it, remember the key leadership role 
that HR plays.  

From attracting to retaining to training 
and development, HR is already playing an 
integral role in the strategic evolution of 
succession management. By adopting the 
vocabulary and adapting scenarios for 
illustrative purpose, HR is positioned to 
have all the key players, both in the C suite 
and amongst the greater team, readied for 
successful succession.
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A Coaching Culture 
Transformation

T HE BUSINESS WORLD TELLS US THAT 
the recipe for building a high-
performance learning culture is to 
develop leadership at every level in 

the organization. It is also widely accepted 
that ‘coaching’ is an effective accelerant in 
the development of such leaders. 

As coaches and human resource pro-
fessionals we often imagine a theoretical 
organization where ‘everyone is a coach 
and has a coach.’ How would this actually 
work? The coaching culture transforma-
tion at Coastal Community Credit Union 
provides an authentic demonstration of 
what can be accomplished with a dedi-
cated team in a small organization with 
the right fundamentals.

Coastal’s Story
In 2007, Coastal Community promoted a 
signifi cant number of employees to man-
agement roles. Many of these managers 
were new to the role of leading people, 
making a fast-tracked, effective leadership 
development program a critical need.  

Coastal has a long history of a caring 
and employee-focused culture. This car-
ing attitude can sometimes be seen as a 
barrier to creating a feedback-rich, high-
performance learning culture. When 
employees deeply care about one another, 
sometimes there is a hesitancy to say 
something to a colleague that might 

challenge them or hurt their feelings. 
In 2007, Coastal hired Deborah Lang as 

AVP of organizational development to create 
a leadership development strategy. Lang 
recognized the connection between 
coaching and the development of leader-
ship skills, but after further investigation, 
she realized that managers had no specifi c 
training in ‘leadership coaching.’ The 
word ‘coaching’ was used by managers as 
a catch-all phrase to describe all kinds of 
interactions between managers and 
employees.

However, Lang’s challenge was to trans-
form the manager as mentor or expert, to 
the leadership style of coaching. According 
to the International Coaching Federation 
(ICF), leadership coaching is not like sports 
coaching, sales coaching or even mentor-
ing. To clarify the differentiation:

The manager as mentor uses wisdom 
and real-life experience as guideposts and 
provides ‘advice’ to employee to consider 
when making decisions.

The manager as expert is like a ‘sports’ 
or ‘sales’ coach where the manager ‘tells’ 
the employee to follow a specific game 
plan and/or sales model. 

The manager as coach uses listening 
skills and open-ended questions to assist 
employees to come up with their own solu-
tions/strategies – employees are encour-
aged to ‘think on their own’ to develop 

Coastal Community’s Story: Why a Coaching Culture?
What Will You Do If (and When) Your 
Organization Runs Out Of Leaders?

Coastal Community Credit Union’s OD Team
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Front row: Tracy Zandee, Deborah Lang, Michelle McFarlane


