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There is nothing more exciting than the moment a new leader is announced. Employees Google her/
his name, wondering what she/he will do to change the organization. A new leader brings new ideas. 
She/he offers a new vision. She/he may even help the organization imagine better ways to remain 
relevant and thrive in the future. 

CEOs transition into organizations thousands of times each 
year across for- and not-for-profit sectors. How often they 
arrive, how long they stay, and how frequently they succeed 
in achieving their vision or fail to meet board expectations 
have been well reported and even studied in academia. 
The results are stunning. 

Studies suggest two out of five new CEOs fail to meet their 
objectives in the first 18 months. Even CEOs who thrive 
in their first 18 months face an average tenure of only 7.6 
years, down from the global 9.5-year average in 1995.1 The 
outlook is even grimmer for outside CEO hires, who take 
twice as long to ramp up as those promoted from within. 
C-suite executives report that only one in five CEOs hired 
from outside are considered high performers at the end 
of their first year and nearly half leave within the first 18 
months.2 

Such systemic failure has nothing to do with competence, 
knowledge, or experience, but instead ties to how the 
CEO transition is orchestrated and whether major steps are 
missed.
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1  Ray Williams of Wired for Success -  
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/wired-success/201007/why-do-ceos-fail-and-what-can-we-do-about-it

2  Jean Martin -  
https://hbr.org/2014/01/for-senior-leaders-fit-matters-more-than-skill

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/wired-success/201007/why-do-ceos-fail-and-what-can-we-do-about-
https://hbr.org/2014/01/for-senior-leaders-fit-matters-more-than-skill


THE REALITY OF CEO TRANSITIONS

THRUUE has worked with dozens of CEOs in transition. 
The stakes are always incredibly high for both the 
organization and the reputation of the incoming CEO. 
While it does not guarantee success, a programmatic 
approach to new executive transition can increase the 
odds and shorten the timeframe in which success is likely 
to be achieved. Peter DiGiammarino, CEO, professor, 
author, and Chairman of THRUUE’s Board of Directors, 
recommends objectives that hold an entire leadership 
team accountable for the success of the inbound CEO. 
This shared accountability is critical because a CEO 
without leadership team cohesion is like a moon without  
a planet. 

While the objectives outlined below are easy to read, they 
are often difficult to achieve without previous experience, 
diligence, and sustained focus. 

For a successful transition, your goals should be to: 3

 •    Raise the incumbent leadership team’s individual 
and collective conscious as to what the entering 

executive seeks to accomplish and her/his definition 
of success for the first six months, first year, and 
beyond.

 •    Turn incumbent executives from observers to 
stakeholders so that their energy, wisdom, insights, 
and ideas are channeled constructively and can 
contribute to (rather than evaluate) success. 

 •    Accelerate the entering executive’s learning curve 
and integration into the organization’s leadership 
network.

 •    Promote interest in and commitment to the entering 
executive and her/his vision for the organization’s 
future.

We have organized what we have learned about CEO 
transitions into four key program areas on which incoming 
CEOs should focus. Each works toward accomplishing the 
above goals and, if addressed, increases the probability of 
a successful transition. 
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3   Peter DiGiammarino -  
http://www.intelliven.com/how-fast-growing-organizations-and-entering-executives-can-increase-the-odds-of-successful-transition/ 
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Program Areas that Demand Attention from New CEOs:

 1.  Vision: Define what you seek to do (your change 
vision) and translate this vision into a reality your team 
can understand, appreciate, internalize, and commit 
to doing their best to achieve. 

 2.  Alignment: Secure leadership team cohesion and 
alignment around a shared plan to achieve the vision. 

 3.  Accountability: Establish a clear, unambiguous 
rhythm of accountability with your team.

 4.  Culture: Get a baseline picture of the culture you have 
inherited, either formally or informally. An inherited 
culture has the ability to enable or disable every 
vision and strategy you and your leadership team 
seek to make happen no matter how experienced 
and talented you are. 
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1. VISION: FROM INTERVIEW PITCH TO REALITY

Transitioning from a vision sold to the board in the interview 
process to on-the-ground traction and reality is one of the 
first steps for an incoming leader, and it begins with asking 
the right questions.

THRUUE has guided dozens of new CEOs to answer and 
act upon the following series of questions, which results 
in action and enables successful CEO transitions. Entering 
executives should not only answer these questions but also 
explicitly gain leadership team alignment around them—a 
critical yet often overlooked step. 

Vision to Action Questions:

 1.   As the new CEO, what do you need to rapidly 
learn about the organization and its people, 
history, and culture to validate or enhance  
your vision? 

 2.  Do all or some members of the current leadership 
team share your vision, and how much time will 
you commit to gaining alignment and cohesion?

 3.  How will you listen to the voice of the entire 
organization? (Be ready to ask the right questions 
at your first all-staff meeting. These include: what is 
most important NOT to change, what do you most 
look forward to changing, and what will make that 
change difficult?)

 4.  What was the previous CEO’s vision for the 
organization, and how can you build on it 
or chart a new course without re-litigating  
past mistakes?

 5.  How will you bring the voice of your customer or 
key constituencies into your vision? How will you 
make time to meet with customers so their input 
is woven into the change agenda? 

 6.  How will you co-create an 18-month plan (focus 
areas, work streams) with the leadership team to 
achieve the first steps toward your vision? (New 
leaders must define tangible first year milestones 
that show clear progress toward the vision. If nothing 
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is written down and agreed upon, leadership team 
members will likely self-synchronize to old ways and 
priorities.) 

 7.  How will you align and communicate with dozens, 
hundreds, and possibly thousands of employees 
around the shared vision? (In THRUUE’s experience, 
leaders and leadership teams under communicate 
their vision for the organization by an order of 
magnitude of ten.)

 
 8.  What role will the board play in enabling  

your change vision, and what are their 
expectations for change and strategy that must 
be factored in?

The above questions assume both the new CEO and the 
organization fully understand and can answer why their 
organization exists and why anyone should care.4 If you 
don’t know your “why,” mission, or purpose, then your 
vision will be rudderless. We encourage new CEOs to 
ensure their organization’s why is clear and compelling 
because, as Simon Sinek says, “people don’t buy what you 
do, they buy why you do it.” 

If it’s unclear, convene a session (with leaders and the board) 
in your first 120 days to define the why and ensure your 
organization’s mission is clear. 

For more information about purpose and why, see “How to 
Build A Values Based Organization.” 5 
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SUCCESS FACTOR I:
MAKE TIME WITH THE BOARD 

 
In the first 120 days, we advise incoming CEOs to 
have  frequent (weekly if needed) conversations with 
the Board Chairperson so that the four program areas 
are made explicit and seen as the first component of 
the change agenda. Too often, CEOs implicitly drive 
forward and board leaders are left to imagine what the 
CEO is doing. CEOs must engage in formal, ongoing 
conversations so the board is made fully aware of the 
adoption of or resistance to the change vision as the 
transition unfolds.

4  Simon Sinek -
   http://www.startwithwhy.com/

5 Mary Lorenz -
   http://thehiringsite.careerbuilder.com/2014/03/04/how-to-build-values-based-organization/
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2. ALIGNMENT: BUILDING A TEAM OF LEADERS AND FOLLOWERS

Over the past two decades, there has been a clear evolution 
in how CEOs are viewed by employees. We now see more 
emphasis on a leader’s capacity to build and sustain an 
inclusive, high-trust relationship with a loyal, capable, and 
motivated followership as paramount to CEO success. 
Leadership, then, is being redefined as a relationship 
between leader and followers, and it requires a new set of 
competencies often neglected in the past. Being a leader 
today means winning over and convincing a mobile and 
demanding followership to stick around and help your 
organization achieve its potential for performance and 
growth. 

Opening a wide channel of communication requires 
incoming CEOs to spend hours in one-on-one meetings 
with direct reports where both participants are actively and 
equally engaged in listening and speaking. This enables 
CEOs to ensure the team shares the same vision that the 
board expects the CEO to implement. For organizations that 
have 5-7 direct reports to the CEO, this means 10-14 hours 
of conversation must first occur and then be channeled into 

one or more leadership team meetings conducted offsite 
so as to avoid distraction and gain the necessary team 
cohesion and alignment. 

New CEOs must be competent in uncovering everything 
they can about who they are and how they engage with 
their followers. A followership is far less likely today to trust 
and follow those who hold command-and-control views of 
leading and who do not reach out for input.6 
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6  Peter DiGiammarino and Dr. Dory Hollander -  
http://www.intelliven.com/how-fast-growing-organizations-and-entering-executives-can-increase-the-odds-of-successful-transition/ 
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3. CREATING SHARED ACCOUNTABILITY

It is critical to drive accountability after rapidly creating the 
18-month plan that your leadership team will own. After 
a vision plan is designed, CEOs must immediately begin 
to hold weekly or bi-weekly “check-ins” (one-on-one) with 
direct reports regarding their sub-plans to syndicate the 
vision. It is a best practice that feedback be clear and direct 
with a constant conversation that asks: 

 •   What are you trying to make happen against the 
plan? 

 •  What have you done to accomplish it? 

 •  What happened and what did you learn?

 •  What do you plan to do next? 

 •  What are the obstacles to making this happen?
 
 •   What are you doing to collaborate with your 
           peers? 7 

Ensuring constant communication and holding each team 
member individually accountable for their part of the plan 
will further buy-in and ensure that their time is being spent 
on what matters, not on what they may previously have 
been engaged in. 
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SUCCESS FACTOR II:  
MAKE TIME WITH THE LEADERSHIP TEAM 

In the first 120 days (and for their entire tenure), we advise 

incoming CEOs to have explicit, bi-weekly reviews of the 

vision and plan. Each executive will own a piece of that 

plan and must be held accountable for answering how 

their team is executing against it. CEO success is tied 

to sustained management attention. When CEOs fail to 

gain traction in new organizations, it is often because they 

failed to drive accountability and clarity for the hundreds 

of things that must happen to move toward the vision.  

7  Peter DiGiammarino -  
http://www.intelliven.com/how-leaders-can-upgrade-status-report-submissions-with-one-on-one-meetings-to-increase-the-odds-of-better-results-sooner/
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4. UNDERSTANDING THE CULTURE

Every organization is undergoing a profound set of 
external threats and technology-driven disruptions that 
seek to consume a new CEO’s clearest vision. In addition, 
every organization has a deeply engrained set of values, 
behaviors, and habits that can either embrace or thwart the 
clearest vision.

New CEOs should rapidly administer a culture assessment 
baseline across the entire organization so that the values 
and behaviors in the current culture are quantified and 
understood. A survey diagnostic used by many incoming 
CEOs is a Culture Values Assessment. This deceptively 
simple survey is administered to all employees and the board 
(customers and other stakeholders can also be included), 
enabling you and your leadership team to learn about the 
personal values of your people and what they see as the 
most important behaviors to enable or inhibit innovation 
and collaboration. This diagnostic also calls out strengths 
in your organization’s culture that your change vision can 
be built upon. Even without a formal survey quantification 
to diagnose what’s happening within the culture, new 

CEOs should spend time in small “focus group” settings to 
immerse with dozens of employees in understanding what 
values and behaviors are alive inside the organization. 

Culture will “eat your vision for breakfast” unless you 
measure and manage what is happening in your new 
organization. 
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With 2 out of 5 new CEOs failing in the first 18 months of their tenure, it is clear that organizations and leaders need to 

invest in well-executed transitions. 

THRUUE has partnered with many CEOs to increase their chance of success. For more information on how we can help, 

please visit http://thruue.com.
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CLOSING THOUGHTS


