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Leadership transitions are a fact of 
our organizational lives. The aver-
age length of tenure for a CIO is 

between four and five years,1 and we 
have all seen rapid turnover in IT man-
agers and leaders when the economy 
is good (as we experienced during the 
dot-com bubble, for example). The aver-
age worker, even in higher education, 
will probably see numerous leadership 
transitions during his or her career as 
people move on.

While times of transition can be excit-
ing and energizing, they often prove dif-
ficult both for the leader, who has a new 
role, and for the followers—the mem-
bers of the organization—who expe-
rience changes in their environment. 
Leaders work from the start to establish 
their credibility in their new position. In 
a sense, all eyes are on the new person, 
with some followers wishing for suc-
cess and, in many cases, others pointing 
out the weaknesses that might portend 
failure. The new leader feels tremendous 
pressure to secure early wins.

New leaders have a natural desire 
to make a unique contribution to the 
organization and commonly feel the 
need to set themselves apart from a 
previous leader. As a result, the new 
leader often appears to take a critical 
stance toward current organizational 
processes and policies. The new leader 
might, through attempts to demonstrate  
an ability to contribute, offer a sugges-
tion for every issue that arises. While 
new leaders obviously need to listen, 
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it is also very tempting for them to  
seek to influence the organization’s 
direction immediately.

The followers’ experience often begins 
with a growing realization that changes 
are afoot. While intellectually we under-
stand that a new person is in charge, 
often the true impact of the change is 
slow in coming. Followers have gener-
ally developed a stable working relation-
ship with a leader. In transitions, that 
relationship ends, and a new one must 
be built in its place. Feelings of insecu-
rity can develop, particularly in those 

lacking confidence about their own con-
tributions to the organization. Given 
these circumstances, followers have a 
strong need to be heard by the new 
leader and to know that the leader has 
listened and understood their perspec-
tive whatever the ultimate outcome.

During organizational changes the 
needs of the new leader and the follow-
ers often conflict. The leader seeks to 
impact the organization immediately, 
and the followers want a slower pace 
of change. Successful transitions require 
understanding both parties’ needs and 
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building communication and trust 
between them as quickly as possible.

Four areas of interaction between 
leaders and followers are critical for 
success during a transition:

■ Partnering in decision making
■ Focusing on the successful implemen-

tation of new directions
■ Challenging the new leader as 

appropriate 
■ Understanding and providing 

the unique support that the new  
leader requires

Decision-Making 
Partnerships

A typical response to the new leader’s 
ideas for change is the attitude within 
the organization of continuous improve-
ment, a concept that has been in the 
management lexicon for years and has 
gone in and out of favor with manage-
ment experts. The concept in its purest 
form, however, simply means looking at 
organizations with the intent to improve 
them without negative criticism or 
laying blame for their current state. 
Employees who are open to new ideas 
and can communicate honestly about 
the organization’s current strengths and 
weaknesses often are effective and influ-
ential during leadership transitions.

The arrival of a new leader provides an 
opportunity for looking at issues from a 
different perspective. Successful leaders 
appreciate employees’ ability to suggest 
potential solutions along with the issues 
and problems they raise. The old phrase 
“never take a problem to your boss with-
out at least one solution; you are being 
paid to think, not whine”2 is directly 
applicable for organizations in leader-
ship transitions. Given the new leader’s 
need to show quick results, working 
with followers who can collaborate on 
solutions is a critical success factor.

The new leader needs to understand 
the organization. Successful new lead-
ers emphasize listening to followers, 
drawing out the issues that need to 
be addressed and the ideas that can 
potentially improve the organization. 
Followers can assist the leader through-
out this process by bringing to the table 
not only their own ideas but also facts 

and data that inform those opinions. 
To earn credibility, new leaders must 
ensure that their decisions are based 
in fact and backed up with good data 
about the organization and its custom-
ers. Quality analysis of issues fosters 
significant conversations between the 
leader and the followers that result in 
effective decisions.

Successful Implementations
Followers play major roles in imple-

menting organizational products and 
services. Successful leaders trust fol-
lowers to implement decisions so that 
they can focus their own time and 
effort on defining successful outcomes. 
It is almost impossible for a leader new 
to the organization to know enough 
to be helpful in making implementa-
tion decisions. Leaders promoted from 
within might be tempted to participate 
in implementation decisions because 
they have relevant knowledge of the 
organization. A new leader who does 
not shift to focus on the results the orga-
nization is trying to achieve deprives the 
organization of leadership and signals 
to followers that they are not trusted 
to understand defined outcomes and 
implement them successfully. The level 
of trust between leaders and followers is 
a key to success, and it is important that 
a new leader convey trust in the orga-
nization from the beginning, through 
delegation. Focused discussion between 
leaders and followers about successful 
outcomes and accountability mecha-
nisms can result in focused and success-
ful implementations.3

Challenging the Leader
The comfort level of followers in chal-

lenging the leader is crucial to a new 
leader’s success. The new leader does not 
have an exclusive fix on organizational 
information. The followers’ knowledge 
and ideas are critical in ensuring good 
decisions and are particularly impor-
tant at the beginning of a new leader’s 
tenure. New leaders are prone to quick 
decisions that would yield results for 
the organization and improve their 
own credibility. Those first decisions, 
focused on proving the correctness of 
the leader’s appointment, are danger-

ous territory due to the pressure to pro-
duce results. In these situations, follow-
ers serve the leader best by having the 
courage to challenge ideas they believe 
to be incorrect or impractical.

The courage to challenge the leader is 
an important element in organizational 
success. Leaders benefit greatly from lis-
tening to employees and encouraging 
them to respectfully disagree. Honest 
interaction between leaders and fol-
lowers can bring the leader new and 
important information.4 Ensuring that 
the top advisory group includes those 
who have the courage to challenge the 
leader is particularly important.

Followers can successfully challenge 
a leader if they ensure that in deliv-
ering their message they focus clearly 
on the success of the organization. 
Preparing the leader for feedback and 
giving feedback with specific examples 
can also help the leader more easily see 
another point of view. Being concise 
and to the point helps, too, as does 
providing feedback in a timely man-
ner. Followers should not expect that 
their challenges will always engender 
an immediate answer or resolution—the 
leader might need time to synthesize 
ideas. A follower who feels empowered 
to challenge the leader, and who does so 
when appropriate, can help smooth the 
transition for the organization.

Supporting the Leader  
and the Followers

Just as followers seek safety in the new 
leadership environment, leaders might 
fear failing in their new role. New lead-
ers often have lost their peer support 
group by moving to a new organization 
or by surpassing their former colleagues. 
Both the leader and the followers need 
support through the transition.

Paying close attention to fear-based 
behavior in the organization is impor-
tant. Addressing this behavior quickly 
and effectively is a hallmark of suc-
cessful transitions. Encouraging fol-
lowers to use existing social support 
mechanisms during this period can 
help them greatly.

It is important for the new leader to 
develop support networks of peers who 
can provide advice and counsel on the 
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new role. In addition, the new leader 
needs followers to understand the basic 
functional needs of leadership. Given 
how overwhelming the new role might 
be, just dealing with the daily stream 
of ideas, demands, e-mail, and so on 
can challenge the new leader. Follow-
ers can assist new leaders by seeking 
information about their preferred styles 
of communication, not only how they 
would like to interact or the preferred 
means of communication but also what 
information should be shared with 
them and when. In addition, a mutual 
understanding of delegation protocols 
can assist the new leader in focusing on 
the new aspects of the job and free fol-
lowers to work independently on behalf 
of the leader. Particularly important is 
discussing escalation of issues so that 
new leaders are not caught unaware by 
critical problems.

Conclusion
A leadership transition poses dangers 

and challenges for both leaders and 
followers. While each party naturally 

focuses on the organization’s success, 
time needs to be spent on how the new 
relationships will develop and mature 
into effective working relationships. 
Focusing on effective decision mak-
ing and implementation protocols is 
essential. Hallmarks of successful tran-
sitions also include supporting leaders 
and followers and assisting new leaders 
by challenging their views. By focus-
ing on the four elements of interaction 
suggested in this article, leaders and 

followers alike can avoid some of the 
diffi culties of transition times and make 
the period productive and smooth for 
the entire organization. e
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