
Drinking Water 

from the Fire Hose:  

Transitioning Leaders  

Into New Roles 
 

 

Beverly Benwick 

 
David Wright (Wright) 

Today I am talking with Beverly Benwick. Bev is an Executive 

Coach who focuses on helping leaders become more successful and 

fulfilled with their current roles and continued career choices. Bev 

supports a diversity of industries and clients from various professional 

backgrounds. As well, Bev devotes time to continuing her research in 

transitioning leaders into new roles.  

Bev, welcome to Leadership: Helping Others to Succeed. 

You are an Executive Coach who has been working with leaders in 

organizations for many years. Why do organizations call you in to 

support their leaders? 

 

Beverly Benwick (Benwick) 
There are many reasons. As a leadership coach, my role is to 

facilitate positive and enhanced change of an individual’s or group’s 

performance. My focus is on their leadership competencies. Often, I 

support high-potential initiatives within organizations, facilitating 

assessment instruments and being a real-time coach to the immediate 

concerns of the leader. Other assignments are of a turnaround nature, 

when a leader may be derailing in one or several leadership behaviors, 

which if not altered effectively and quickly could bring about 

unfavorable outcomes to the leader in question. Frequently, my work is 

about leadership development and growth, helping to strengthen an 

already productive leader’s or group’s performance, and/or helping them 

push the boundaries to be more creative and strategic in their mandate. 

At times, my role may extend to one of confidante or sounding board for 



leaders working in stressful environments. But most of all, I am called 

upon to support leaders transitioning into new roles, which may come 

about by being a new-hire, a promotion, or through organizational 

realignment or acquisitions.  

Current economic times seem to be prevalent in driving an increase 

in transition leadership coaching. Lots of changes mean lots of 

transitions! 

 

Wright 
Given that transitioning new-role leaders seems to create the need for 

many of your assignments, what concerns you about such a transition? 

 

Benwick 
Many of today’s organizations do not directly address the transition 

period of their new leaders. Some attempt to, but are limited by budget 

constraints. Others simply select the new leader and hope for the best. A 

few organizations do this very well, thank goodness. Not all of us are 

natural born leaders, and even those who are need to explore beyond 

how they currently operate to bring about more desired results.  

Transition into a new leadership role is a critical time, setting the 

stage for success or failure of the individual. Should capacity to build 

momentum during this time be lacking, the new leader will face a 

continual uphill battle as he or she attempts to move forward; there is an 

obvious demand to prove one’s self.  

While these early months of the transition are an exciting time for the 

leader, he or she is also riddled with high anxiety and often fear. I often 

refer to this transition phase for leaders as drinking from a fire hose. My 

clients most readily agree to this metaphor! Some leaders do quite well 

in this transition, generally those with significant experience behind 

them and who are well entrenched with the organizational and 

professional cultures that exist. Others will survive, but deliver moderate 

performance, as they seem to straddle the line between leading as they 

have before and truly stepping up their leadership to meet the demands 

of the new role, and . . . some will fail. It is a time like no other—when 

we are under the magnifying glass. Interestingly, research tells us that 

the failure rate for senior leadership roles that are filled by someone 

hired externally from the organization is as high as 40 to 50 percent.  

A valuable milestone to consider is: at what point does the individual 

become a creator of value for the organization? I have observed a variety 

of organizational cultures and understand the key contribution new and 

existing leaders make to the success of the various stakeholder groups. I 

have seen firsthand the results of not effectively supporting leaders 



transitioning into new roles. The cost to organizations, of either early 

derailment or underperformance at this level, is significant in terms of 

dollars and disruption in productivity. The right support can actually 

reduce this critical time period of transition. 

To retain today’s talent, leadership and human resource professionals 

must focus on development pathways that offer increasing 

responsibility. Research has revealed that managers spend 

approximately four years in any given role, while more mid-senior levels 

of management spend two and one-half to three years in a given 

position. Human resource and training divisions of organizations have 

grown accustomed to numerous and ongoing transitions.  

Current global trends demand that organizations intently focus on 

succession planning needs, as the available pool of more senior 

experienced leadership candidates has been shrinking. Transitioning 

initiatives have risen in importance. Meeting organizational demands of 

more effective integration, support, and further development of 

leadership skills and competencies to assure successful recruitment and 

increase retention rates is a must! Can your company or your division 

afford the cost of recruitment failures time and time again? 

  

Wright 
What are some personal effects that happen for the transitioning 

leader? 

 

Benwick 
Stress has a tremendous effect on performance levels, particularly at 

a time when a leader is under the magnifying glass. Stress studies have 

demonstrated that its effect alters the ability to learn, to remain agile, to 

be creative, and to make effective decisions. Even a competent executive 

can feel overwhelmed and out of place in a new position. Feelings of 

incompetence, anxiety, or both, may result in a decline in self-esteem, 

self-confidence, or both. A senior leader operating from a place of stress 

may not be making the best decisions for self and the organization as a 

whole; therefore, support that accelerates the transition phase of 

assuming a new leadership role is critical to the success of all 

stakeholders. 

I have worked with new-role leaders who admitted that they have 

hardly slept in three months, that they wake up frequently with worry, or 

that they have existed on a pop and pizza diet. It is rewarding as an 

executive coach to support leaders in these circumstances and be part of 

the process that allows them to gain back a feeling of balance and 

control, rewarding them with restful nights rather than a continuum of 



midnight note-taking sessions. With invested and targeted support, these 

leaders can bring about greater contribution to the organization in a 

shortened time frame as they learn to manage their stress, embrace the 

transition, garner early credibility, and move powerfully forward with 

their leadership.  

 

Wright 
What are the top concerns of a transitioning leader? 

 

Benwick 
I have done formal research in the area of leaders in new-role 

transitions and continue to support my findings with my ongoing work 

in this area. Listed here are the top concerns that have been identified 

with my work: 

 

 Work/life balance 

 Minimal transitioning support 

 Lack of knowledge transfer 

 Complexity of organization’s processes 

 Time to build relationships 

 Competition among organization’s divisions 

 Time-consuming search for resources 

 Secrecy of cultures 

 Vulnerability in the leadership role 

 Self-confidence 

 Size of portfolio 

 Lack of clarity of expectations 

 

Wright 
What are some of the obstacles that get in the way of being an 

effective transitioning leader who seeks to lead change? 

 

Benwick 
There are several that have been shared with me, here they are: 

 

 Lack of cultural knowledge and/or insular cultures 

 Unclear vision and expectations 

 Lack of peer support 



 A rogue team member 

 Unsupportive leadership 

 Opposing beliefs of others 

 An individual’s lack of capacity for change 

 Lack of leadership training/development at new level 

 Quality of support people 

 Inability to receive feedback 

 Vast workloads 

 Deficiencies in core competencies for role 

 

Wright 
Have leaders ever given you their suggestions for what might make 

the transition go smoother for them? 

 

Benwick 
That they have! Their thoughts are noted here: 

 

 Improve communication on available support to the leader 

 Attend horizontal social networking events at various senior 

levels 

 Provide informal and formal mentoring 

 Develop course topics, such as awareness on the larger corporate 

environment 

 Provide executive coaching 

 Improve transitioning phase support 

 Provide an orientation package 

 Provide leadership courses for senior levels 

 Provide peer support  

 Offer foundational development building programs prior to new 

roles 

 Ensure availability and use of self-awareness assessments 

 Encourage face-to-face knowledge transfer 

 Provide formalized experiential programs 

 Improve selection of contenders who are more strategic 

 Key support and development should be mandatory 

 Make continual support available 



 Customize program to needs of individual leader 

 Provide clear expectations of role 

 Help to develop individual action plans 

 Provide clear and up-to-date process changes 

 

Wright 
What do the bosses of such leaders recommend to help move the 

leader forward? 

 

Benwick 
The bosses are looking for quick wins of the new leader. Here are 

some important considerations that have been put forth to me: 

 

 Establish credibility with those the leader reports to. 

 Create a safe environment for staff. 

 Demonstrate knowledge of staff and effective use of employee 

resources. 

 Demonstrate strategic problem solving. 

 Build and manage key relationships throughout the division and 

organization. 

 Be a catalyst to move progress forward. 

 Demonstrate corporate interest. 

 Exhibit integrity. 

 Be effective as a team builder. 

 Be branded as successful and organized by others. 

 

Wright 
Are there any tips that you can pass along to organizations? 

 

Benwick 
Of course. Some thoughts for effectively supporting senior leaders in 

new role transitions in an organization include: 

 

 Develop internally or contract out for transitioning support for 

new role leaders. 



 Identify communications gaps and improve communication of 

support and development programs. 

 Appoint an “ambassador of programs” who can effectively 

inform, steer, co-design, and co-manage a transitioning 

individual’s action plan.  

 Gain commitment of senior leaders to provide face-to-face time 

with newly promoted leaders, ensuring relationship building, 

clarity of expectations, and constructive feedback sessions 

 Provide senior leadership networking opportunities 

 Encourage formal and/or informal mentorship 

 

Wright 
A lot of companies seem to use mentoring programs. Just how 

effective can they be? 

 

Benwick 
Mentoring can be highly effective, particularly those mentoring 

relationships that come together informally. The research shows us that 

informal mentor relationships seem to be more successful than formal 

programs. While I may be engaged with a client as his or her coach, I 

almost always recommend that clients think about who might be a key 

internal mentor for them. I encourage them to set this relationship up 

even while we are coaching. An internal mentor can help my client see 

what is ahead around the next turn and can help my client see the land 

mine he or she may be about to step on. Now, that is valuable!  

We may have many mentors in our professional career. Over a period 

of time, our needs change. Others who have been there before you or 

who well understand the organization are essential to providing guidance 

and are like a beacon of light that can point the leader in the right 

direction. Mentors can be very effective in supporting the development 

of key alliances to a newly transitioning leader. Building these strategic 

relationships is critical at this time. Highly effective mentors can provide 

exposure, visibility, and protection to the transitioning leader, while also 

offering encouragement and acceptance. Why do I recommend an 

informal mentoring relationship? Formal mentor programs that assign 

supporters sometimes result in mentors who do not have the high 

commitment required to make the relationship a success. If the mentor 

has little interest in supporting the protégé, then the relationship is 

counterproductive. 

 



Wright 
What is the value of using self-assessment instruments for a 

transitioning leader? 

 

Benwick 
For leaders to see the path ahead in their leadership abilities, 

assessment of the present behaviors or skills is vital to determine 

existing successes and visible gaps. Without a means to establish this 

baseline, a leader’s awareness of his or her affect on others is 

minimized. Star performers have real awareness of themselves—their 

strengths, their limits, and how they affect others. Assessment and 

feedback are, and, if not, should be, at the very foundation of any 

leadership development strategy. Organizations must select assessment 

tools that link to their strategy and goals in order to be effective. As 

facilitators of many assessments, our choices for what we choose to use 

with our clients tend to be instruments that will support us in identifying 

areas for improvement/enhancement and that foster discussion as to 

what is possible as opposed to what is not. 

Transition times, as discussed in this chapter, are exciting, confusing, 

and challenging. Supporting the transitioning leader with self-

assessment that increases self-awareness can be powerful to help them 

move forward more quickly. Debriefs and action plans that occur from 

such instruments need to be facilitated by a qualified professional who 

can support and help bring about positive change. At times, these types 

of assessments are misused and simply provide a report to the individual 

for reading. If this is done, what is the point of even assessing, as the 

information will be too easily set aside and forgotten? 

In today’s marketplace, several good psychometric instruments are 

available that determine personality type: Meyers Briggs Step II, DISC, 

Insight, Birkman, etc. Emotional Intelligence assessments have gained 

tremendous credibility in the corporate arena in recent years. Again, 

several exist and can be tremendous tools to support a new leader in 

terms of how he or she handles the role and relationships. The Emotional 

Intelligence instrument we subscribe to has become a strong favorite in 

our office. We consider it a vital contributor to moving our clients 

successfully forward. 

A 360 degree assessment is considered a valuable leadership 

development tool that collects feedback from various colleagues as 

raters of a leader’s performance. While others’ perceptions of an 

individual’s behaviors typically vary from the leader’s own perception. 

Blind spots and gaps become visible through identification of leadership 

strengths and weaknesses as identified by the rater. But, a caution here—



360 degree assessments are meant to be used when the transitioning 

leader is well into his or her role. It is best to wait twelve to eighteen 

months before this can be determined as an effective instrument to use in 

this type of situation.  

To be able to provide meaningful feedback, potential raters must 

have frequency of contact and quality contact opportunities with the new 

leader. There are many 360s available. Some organizations prefer to 

have a customized product developed for them; however, there are some 

highly credible 360s available online that allow for easy collection of 

multiple rater feedback.  

Like the other assessments I mentioned, simply putting the feedback 

or resulting reports in the leader’s hands to read is a waste of time. A 

reminder: Don’t assess unless you have someone internally or externally 

who is trained with these assessments to truly bring value to the 

feedback, allow for reflection, determine an action plan, and then 

provide and guide a feed-forward process that results in meaningful 

change for the leader and others around him or her. The use of 360 

degree instruments should be considered only as a developmental tool, 

not as part of an evaluation process. In our practice, we will only partake 

in such a process if we and the client are guaranteed confidentiality of 

the results. 

  

Wright 
You seem to be a big advocate of Emotional Intelligence in this 

situation. What are you finding in terms of leadership performance in a 

transition time? 

 

Benwick 
The value of Emotional Intelligence has been clearly evidenced for 

assessing, selecting, and developing managers and leaders in a study that 

involved chairpersons, CEOs, and directors. In particular, emotional 

intelligence holds importance for building and achieving an effective 

team, and creation of the organization’s vision, mission, and values 

statements, supervision, and the diverse management of a variety of 

stakeholder groups. Additionally, beyond these high level positions, 

these same leadership competencies hold true at various levels 

throughout an organization. A transitioning leader in any manager, 

director, and executive role generally interacts with relationships all day 

long; the transitioning leader is accountable to at least a few, if not 

several, stakeholder groups. 

Elements of emotional intelligence include integrity, listening, 

motivating others, influence and persuasiveness, achievement 



motivation, resilience, decisiveness and intuitiveness, determination, 

sensitivity, and energy. Through emotional intelligence, we are able to 

see the emotional patterns that run an individual. Even if a client feels he 

or she is good at putting emotions aside when in business, I guarantee 

you that the emotions are definitely still in control of the “bus.” This is 

generally well demonstrated when we can measure emotional 

intelligence within a stressful time period, and with a transitioning leader 

in a new role, we have the perfect situation to do so. Researchers believe 

that, in an organizational context, subordinates’ perceptions of effective 

leadership are greatly influenced by these two competencies of 

emotional intelligence: empathy and social skills. 

For some who have lower emotional intelligence levels, we typically 

will see drained emotional energy. Frankly, relationships may be 

exhausting leaders, and they may be choosing to withdraw from 

relationships to protect their diminishing vitality. This produces many 

unwelcome outcomes to others around them and is not the ideal behavior 

for a new-role leader. The great news is that with identification of 

emotional patterns and emotional intelligence dimensions, a good 

practitioner can help that leader bring about positive changes to future 

assessment results. Such changes will start to put leaders back into a 

positive spot, working more productively with those around them or 

affected by them. Most importantly, given that emotional intelligence is 

so rooted within, the individual may recapture his or her energy, 

effectiveness, and willingness for relationships. Leadership is not just 

about the task-driven items within our span—it encompasses valued 

relationships at many levels. This is absolutely vital to one’s continued 

success. 

Looking to a leader who scores well on such an assessment, a 

practitioner’s conversation can be very different with someone who is 

able to maintain healthy energy, outlook, and relationships. Even in 

tougher times, this person seems to be more buoyant and is able to make 

good decisions in the moment. He or she is able to stay connected with 

others and comfortably seek to understand others in times of stress. 

Other leaders may score high in terms of emotional energy and 

relationship, but may score low on one or more of the emotions that act 

as protective emotions to warn us of what may affect us or our 

organization. If we do not readily take in information that allows us to 

see risk, the decisions we make may not be healthy—not only for self, 

but also for the team, division, or organization. 

This is a huge topic to discuss, and I could go on for a great deal of 

time. To simplify this: We must be self-aware to reflect and to self-

manage, we need to be self-aware to have relationship awareness, and 

we need to be relationship-aware to reflect and to manage relationships. 



For individuals with highly developed self-reflection, the results are 

proactive. These people can observe themselves amid various situations 

in their business day and have accessibility to examine their feelings and 

adjust behaviors to bring about better outcome. Self-awareness is the 

starting point yet again! 

There is a lot of valuable research available on emotional 

Intelligence. Much of this has been captured in mainstream books in the 

past several years. There are several notable researchers on this subject. 

One of my favorite researchers whom I have had the fortune to also see 

at a live event is Daniel Goleman; it is worth a search to come up with 

his book list. I also readily subscribe to the research of David Erb, Jan 

Johnson, and Ron Short, and if you are looking to support a paper on 

this topic you may wish to look up their work. 

 

Wright 
A transitioning leader truly is drinking from the fire hose as you 

mentioned. What about the importance of finding the time to develop 

key relationships? 

 

Benwick 
I can’t think of a promoted or newly hired leader whom I have 

worked with who does not have the technical know-how to get the work 

done. After all, isn’t that what a resume tells us when hiring? And if the 

new-hire wasn’t up to the technical expertise, programs to shore up that 

knowledge are likely readily available. If we are promoting from within, 

then hopefully the people who have been in charge of that person’s 

development have done their job ensuring that competencies have been 

built. That may be through training programs, coaching support, 

mentoring, interning, rotational assignments, project assignments, or a 

combination of any of these activities. 

There is some consideration to be given to the highly expert and 

technical leader who doesn’t exhibit good interpersonal skills. 

Sometimes, it is simply unawareness, and I have been successful with 

helping such leaders completely turn this around for themselves. For 

some others who do not want to turn this around, they are better off in 

individual contributor roles where they can readily be acknowledged for 

their technical expertise. For people in this situation, they may find 

comfort in stepping back and being only responsible for themselves. If 

you are the one orchestrating such a move for a leader, be cautious how 

you handle this. If you are not experienced, then seek advice as to how 

this should unfold. 



Most often, what I find to be the weak link is that new leaders do not 

take the time to strategically think about building relationships that will 

support them now and in the future. These relationships may be in their 

own division, horizontally across the organization, upward in the 

enterprise, internal and external customers, or individuals in aligned 

professional organizations. If you need to gain power and influence to 

do your job, then this is the piece of the puzzle toward which most do 

not put the time. Why? When drinking through the fire hose, we are 

busy tasking and taking care of that immediate “to do” list. Big mistake 

here—don’t get caught! If I see an early termination in a transition 

phase, I can, with a few exceptions, count on the fact that the leader did 

not take the time and give value to building these key relationships. 

These relationships can be informative to the newly transitioning leader 

in so many ways. Reach out and touch—it will pay off! 

I highly promote my clients to be responsible for important 

relationships, not to think that others will readily approach them. Heck, I 

have heard stories of bosses my clients haven’t heard from in ten to 

twelve months—bosses who don’t even return their phone calls or e-

mails. Should this be happening? Of course not. This is an extreme, but 

is very true. In today’s mobile work communities, we don’t always run 

across each other at the water cooler or in the hallway. If you are 

working for a leader who doesn’t ever make contact with you or you are 

a leader who doesn’t show up for your employees, there is a major 

course correction in sight, and you may not be in control of the final 

outcome.  

Relationships are at the heart of our professional life, and if you think 

not, starting looking at leadership. Look up the chain of command in 

your workplace. Are your leaders making widgets, or are they out 

building and working relationships with investors, community, peers, 

ongoing customers, and potential customers? Are your good leaders 

spending time with their subordinates? Ask yourself the question: 

Consider leaders you have worked with before. Who comes to mind as 

being a positive influence in your professional life? What role or job did 

you have when you enjoyed coming to work and were highly 

productive? Who was your leader? How did that person make a 

difference for you and others? What positive relationship qualities did he 

or she exhibit that you would like to take forward to those you lead? 

Consider what relationship qualities you can take forward to those 

around you, especially beyond your inner circle. 

If you want to get serious about building key relationships, let’s look 

to some different people around you. This may be helpful to jot down on 

paper. 

 



 Who is or are the people in the organization, who are the 

influencers—those who people listen to? You will notice them. 

They easily get people’s attention and can be key people to have 

on your side.  

 Who are your fans or champions? Consider them at all levels in 

the organization. If these are hard to name, you best get to work!  

 Any opponents to you or what you do? Do you want to leave them 

as opponents, or would it be best to work those relationships and 

create a new flag waver for yourself? The latter is probably best. 

 Who straddles the fence? There is a vote here in your favor if you 

spend the time converting this relationship to a more favorable 

one. 

 

All of us should consistently devote some time to relationship 

building. We are busy people, and such activity can too easily be put 

aside, yet it is right up there at the top in terms of importance. I highly 

recommend that you annually build a plan for twelve months in this 

regard. Take the time to review the plan at least every six months. The 

sands shift with time, and you may need to revise those names on your 

list and where they sit categorically. It’s an evolving list, so be open to 

adjustments. Some of these you are creating with the relationship efforts 

you are making, and forces outside of your influence may be driving 

other changes. Interpersonal skills are critical to an effective leader. If 

you sit on the introverted side of the scale, and several of my clients do, 

you can make this happen, and you must make this happen to be 

successful. Look for more comfortable ways to support you with this 

activity. As a coach, I always strategize with my clients as to what this 

might look like for them. Sometimes, it is a stretch, but it’s a good 

stretch once they realize the payoff!  

As a leader among a community of other leaders, and as a leader who 

leads others, interpersonal skills are at the forefront. Listening, 

communicating, motivating, inspiring, influencing, negotiating, and 

collaborating are all part of it. Can you effectively and positively lead at 

any or all levels without relationships? 

 

Wright 
What do you consider are the most common errors that newly 

transitioning leaders make during this crucial time? 

 



Benwick 
Great question, if a reader pays attention to just this paragraph it will 

definitely help them! 

A few of the common errors of a new-role leader include trying to do 

too much too soon, failure to understand the de facto culture/sub-culture, 

and/or misinterpreting the expectations of his or her superior. Danger 

lurks ahead in the form of mistrust by others, leader fatigue, 

compounding anxiety with over-preparation, and possibly the creation of 

an unsafe environment for employees. As stress intensifies in your new-

role leader, can you really be making the best decisions for the 

organization as a whole, your team, and yourself? 

 

 While change may be needed, monitor how much you do and the 

timeliness of initiating that change. Often, I work with very agile 

leaders who embrace change, but that is not necessarily the case 

for the direct reports or for the organizational or divisional 

culture. Change could very well be important, but to some, it is a 

threatening time. So, proceed with caution and get a feel for how 

those around you react to change.  

 You may wish to contract with an organizational development 

professional who can support you and your group as you seek to 

introduce the new and encourage forward movement. 

Organizational readiness is key. If the organization is in a 

sustaining phase and not interested in bringing about change that 

seems so obvious to you, step back and reconsider! You may 

need to put what you think is rational thinking aside in order to 

remain on the payroll. 

 Leaders under stress can easily default to a command-and-control 

style while they try to control that “out of control” internal 

feeling when so much is new to them. Be careful; you may 

produce a climate of less contribution from subordinates and 

certainly resentment if you inappropriately stay with this way 

showing up for others. Under these conditions, productivity of 

others is sure to wane over time as they increasingly feel 

devalued. 

 Sometimes, I see leaders who move readily to a highly 

collaborative leadership style. While this is a very legitimate 

style a certain percentage of the time, performance can suffer 



with its overuse. I see this show up more often with individuals 

who are external hires into a leadership role. When they are 

unsure of the politics and organizational culture, the preference 

may be to look for the input and opinions of those around them—

subordinates and perhaps peers. A great strategy some of the 

time! Should capturing consensus be a key strategy for that 

leader for too long of a duration, I guarantee you that key 

leadership up the line is likely considering the effectiveness of 

the leader. Can the new-hire put his or her stake in the ground 

and step into the leadership required to run an effective and 

productive operation? 

 Caution—a red flag! You want be seen as a team player. Unless 

you have been strategically brought in as a turnaround artist to 

quickly bring a division around, you need to be seen as a team 

player for those who you report to and your peers. Want to voice 

your opinions . . . and push back from the moment you take over, 

you are probably going to be contributing to your own demise, 

I’m not saying that you can’t have opinions, but you need to be 

seen as coming “on board.” At times, to do that, there is 

something that you personally need to “give up” in order to 

embrace the work environment in the new organization or 

division. You will need to be doing the shifting—not the 

organization. Over time, when you have developed trust, 

credibility, and influence, you will find better acceptance for 

your ideas, thinking, and opinions. 

 

Wright 
What can an individual do for him or herself when in a transition 

phase? 

 

Benwick 
Here are six real doable actionable items to support the transitioning 

leader: 

 

1. Understand what you are taking on. Is the espoused 

situation really the de facto situation? Is this a turnaround, a 

re-alignment, a sustaining position, or a start-up? The 

situation will shape the mood and behavior of your 



constituents. This may work in your favour or will present as 

a key challenge. 

2. Get a grip on the culture. This means the organizational 

culture, professional culture, and geographical culture (e.g., 

With regard to geographical culture: how one section of the 

organization works may be quite different from one location 

to another). 

3. Who holds the power and influence in your group and 

your organization? Explore this and create a self-action 

plan that promotes strategic relationship development. While 

looking vertically at those around you, remember to consider 

horizontal relationships within the organization and internal 

customers as well as external customers. 

4. Find yourself an informal mentor within the 

organization. They can help you recognize the landmines 

that may block your intended pathway. Find someone who 

can guide you through the internal politics of an 

organization. You should have a sense of who this might be 

after the first few months, if not before—someone with 

whom you have quickly developed a trusting relationship, 

someone who is connected and respected throughout the 

organization. 

5. Get really clear on what the expectations are of you. Meet 

with your superior on a frequent basis to ensure clarity. 

Expectations can shift—stay on top of it! 

6. Get to know your team members. Pull up a chair to their 

desk when you first join the group/division and speak to each 

member individually. Ask them: what’s going well for you 

right now? What are your major concerns with regard to the 

work that are doing? What gets in the way of the success of 

this item? What can leadership do to better support you in 

bringing about success? Have your listening ears on. People 

will want to be heard. They will want to know that you are 

concerned about them, and you will be on the receiving end 

of valuable information for you. As time progresses, you will 

easily assess the team—who the keepers are, who you need 

to develop, and who may need to move along. 

 

Wright 
What final thoughts would you like to share with us about 

transitioning leaders? 

 



Benwick 
I think there are some additional questions for an organization to 

consider. 

What are the results we now get with regard to our leaders who 

transition into new roles? How can we more effectively support our 

transitioning leaders to assure their success and the organization’s 

success? What would “better” look like? What support would bring 

about the best results for our transitioning leaders and accelerate their 

success at the same time? 

There are also a few questions for a leader who is transitioning into a 

new role or considering a new role: What is the situation that I have 

walked into or am walking into? What is the temperature of the climate 

here? Who do I need to be as a leader to bring about a positive outcome? 

What do I need to let go of in order to show up as a team player for my 

peers and boss(es)? What can I do to support myself moving forward? 

While these questions may generate numerous thoughts relative to 

the individual’s or organization’s experiences with role transitions, both 

parties need to consider the question: What is the cost to me/the 

organization of not doing a better job of supporting the transition of the 

leader?  

I have to ask the question: Can you really afford not to? 
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