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LEARNING THE LESSONS OF SUCCESSION

Over the last few months,  
Wilbury Stratton has engaged with  
senior stakeholders across executive 
resourcing, talent, HR and a broad range 
of business functions to discuss their  
views on effective succession planning.

...if people aren’t managing 
succession, it would be assessed  
that they are not discharging  
all of their duties as a leader.

This white paper looks at some of the issues 
raised and attempts to define the basics  
of best practice.

But first, let’s define our terms. In its purest 
form, succession planning is concerned with 
anticipating and preparing for future vacant 
roles. For the majority of companies, the 
focus is on roles at Board, ExCo and ExCo 
minus one, plus any roles deemed ‘critical’. 
The individuals earmarked for such roles are 
referred to as high potentials (or HiPos). The 
process is typically managed by internal talent 
professionals, although they’ll ideally operate 
with the backing and support of business 
leaders. Conversations take place via talent 
reviews on a quarterly/bi-annual or yearly 
basis. Some businesses align this process 
with the activity of external talent acquisition 
teams, thereby achieving a dual internal/
external view; others purposefully keep 
conversations focused on internal talent.

The benefits of getting succession  
planning right are clear:

 Mitigating organizational risk

  Retaining key talent by creating 
transparent and mapped  
career paths

  Reducing costs of external hiring  
by taking a proactive approach  
and avoiding ‘panic buying’

  Addressing diversity issues by 
proactively managing the career 
paths of minority groups within  
the organization

But getting it right isn’t easy. In fact, very  
few of our sources felt they had the process 
entirely sussed. Over the next few pages, we 
examine why this is and draw upon the ideas 
and observations of those who are leading the 
way towards a proven set of procedures.
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Deborah Finlayson, Head of Talent & OD 
at IG and ex-Aviva voiced it thus: “we are 
building accountability for succession for 
leaders, if the accountability isn’t there,  
there is no point.”  

Richard Liddington, Director of Talent 
Acquisition EMEA & LATAM at Linkedin,  
was similarly insistent, saying “The buck stops 
with the business leaders. They own it and HR 
facilitates the actions.” He further explained 
that LinkedIn’s business leaders are wholly 
responsible for planning and aim to have 
c. 10 people with whom they continually 
network and line up for potential roles in their 
teams. Vishal Thanki, Group Talent Director 
at Kingfisher, said a similar set-up exists in his 
business where “the leaders need to create  
a spider network across other leaders to have 
sight of talent across the wider business.” 
This can be cross function, market or region. 
It aids the movement of global talent and 
encourages diversity across the organisation.

There was some debate over whether 
succession planning should be tied into 
people’s bonuses/targets. Line managers  
at Tesco have KPIs which are partly based  
on talent development. The Co-op also  
builds in accountability by measuring  
business leaders’ succession planning 
activities. Some of the large banks which  
have adopted this strategy have seen  
an increased level of interest from their 
business leaders as a result. Other sources, 

though, questioned this model as a means  
of encouragement. For example, Ceri 
Connolly, People Director, Group Service 
at Lloyds Banking Group, said: “it needn’t 
be tied into people’s bonuses, its tied into 
leadership capabilities, if people aren’t 
managing succession, it would be assessed 
that they are not discharging all of their  
duties as a leader.” 

Then there’s the question of consistency.  
Many sources spoke of processes which  
varied between business units. If you’re 
aiming at companywide succession routes, 
this sort of lack of uniformity obviously  
creates blockers to success. Chris Akpakwu, 
HR Director at CDK Global said “Talent  
owns the information, HR drives the 
conversations and fluidity between the 
business leaders and talent keeps the focus  
on succession planning – albeit this isn’t 
always consistent across the business.”

Most sources agreed that business leaders 
should drive the conversation and be  
actively engaged, while HR and Talent take 
ownership of developing the template and 
facilitating the process. But on one point  
we had total unanimity: no stakeholder can 
truly own anything unless they’re empowered  
to do so. This is a function not of someone’s 
stated remit, but of a pervading working 
environment. Succession planning is most 
effective in companies where it’s ingrained  
in the culture, not merely seen as a directive.

HEREIN LIES ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL ASPECTS  
OF GETTING IT RIGHT. ALMOST ALL OF OUR  
SOURCES AGREED THAT SUCCESSION PLANNING  
IS THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE BOARD/BUSINESS 
LEADERS, WITH ACCOUNTABILITY FOR THE EXECUTION 
SITTING WITH TALENT AND HR. 

Who is responsible for succession planning?



Mediacom only succession plans down  
to Director level. But other firms are also 
giving consideration to the long-term  
potential of junior staff. Dyson, for example, 
runs an academy programme. An ex Director 
at Unilever said, “It’s often people in their 20s 
and 30s who are most vocal about career 
progression, so you’ve got to have a structure 
in place to keep these people engaged.” 

Of course, this comes with its own set  
of challenges, not least the so called 
‘millennial mindset’. It is unarguable that the 
younger generation has a slightly different 
approach to work. Most significantly, they  
tend not to think in terms of a ‘job for life’ 

and are often happy to move on to a new 
employer every three or four years. This 
makes it difficult to secure their buy-in 
to a long-term career journey in a single 
organisation, but the sooner you engage  
with them, the more likely you’ll earn 
their loyalty. What’s more, they’ll be more 
inclined to commit to a business which has 
an ingrained culture of promoting from 
within and fostering individualised career 
development. That’s if this is what the 
organisation wants of course – high  
retention can sometimes prove as big  
an issue as low retention –

but that’s a whole other white paper.

MOST OF OUR SOURCES CONCEPTUALISED 
SUCCESSION PLANNING AS A PROCESS AIMED 
PRIMARILY AT SENIOR-LEVEL TALENT. HUAWEI, FOR 
EXAMPLE, FOCUSES ON DEVISING FIVE-YEAR PLANS 
EXCLUSIVELY FOR ITS TOP 150 EXECUTIVES. 

Who should succession plans include?
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...a company needs to be outcome 
focused. To that extent, it doesn’t 
matter what tech you use. Process 
doesn’t have to be beautiful, it just 
needs to be right.



Others – and arguably some of the 
companies that were paving the way  
with regard to succession planning –  
were unabashed about their continuing  
use of Excel spreadsheets. 

A number of sources feel the best  
technology is bespoke. Mediacom  
has grasped this nettle by building and 
applying a proprietary tool with advanced 
talent mapping capabilities and the ability  
to identify a successor for every person  
in the business. Dyson meanwhile is 
investigating a robotics-based solution  
for sourcing external talent. At BT, Jon 
Ridout, Head of Executive Search is looking 
at a technology which harnesses references, 
thereby bolstering the company’s ability  
to assess identified candidates. The exciting 
point here is not that these companies  
are doing something high-tech, it’s that 
they’ve all understood that technology  
is only ever a means to an end.

Jason Chant, former Performance and  
Reward Director of a global FMCG business 
made a similar point, “technology has 
developed rapidly across many facets - 
functional richness, multiple delivery models, 
integration, user engagement, however 
the apparent speed and simplicity of 
deployment sometimes prompts businesses 
to pay insufficient attention to underpinning 
disciplines - robustness of expectations, 

process design, ways of working to exploit 
these technology possibilities. The result is 
the ‘tech looks pretty but seems not to deliver 
fully’ from a business user’s perspective.  
a lot of the technology out there is good  
at looking pretty but it doesn’t really deliver 
on what we need.” Again, he stressed the 
importance of action, rather than process:  
“A company needs to be outcome focused.  
To that extent, it doesn’t matter what tech  
you use. Process doesn’t have to be beautiful, 
it just needs to be right.”

The size of organisation has a big  
impact on the systems needed of course,  
but the key message that emerged  
was to not to risk drowning in the  
technology or the process. As Deborah 
Finalyson, said, “It’s all about cutting  
through the process to get to a useful 
conversation. It’s actually speaking  
to people that drives the most significant 
progress.” Ceri Connolly comments 
“sometimes succession planning can  
lose its focus and become more about  
getting ‘greens’ in the board metrics.”  
She further explained that the conversation 
needs to be “focused on action that would  
be taken if we were to find a gap, what  
would we do, where would we go, consider  
if you would we adapt the role or other 
options etc’. It needs to be taken away from  
a formulaic principal and thought of more 
sensibly and pragmatically.”

MANY OF OUR CONVERSATIONS FOCUSED  
UPON PROCESS AND TECHNOLOGY. SOME SOURCES 
WERE KEEN TO DISCUSS THE RELATIVE MERITS OF 
WORKDAY, PEOPLESOFT, CORNERSTONE AND OTHER 
TECH-BASED SUCCESSION PLANNING TOOLS. 

Don’t drown in the process!
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Technology can be useful if the right 
information is inputted (not easy on a self-
service system) but the conversation has  
to go much further than ‘who do we have  
as successors?’ It has to progress to ‘what  
do we do with them? How do we develop 
them and make this work commercially  
and for the individuals?’

Roopesh Panchasra, Global Head of Executive 
Recruiting at SAP believes that “plotting four 
or five people on a map for a leadership role 
is a thing of the past.” He added “I would love 
to see what percentage of people who have 
sat on a succession planning list have actually  
moved into the role.”

Nathan Clements, HRD, UK & POI at Boots 
strikes a similar note, he explained that 
at Boots, conversations are most useful 
when less formulaic: “we look at it from 
two directions –organisational needs and 
individual capabilities”, in reality this means 
they focus on top down as well as bottom up, 
in other words – what are the organisational 
strengths we need to develop now and  
into the future, and who are the leaders  
who we need to develop. He explained  

“a succession planning process should be  
an insight rich conversation around these two 
areas, rather than just a planning exercise 
focussed on process.”

Which brings us to the controversial subject  
of the nine-box grid. Most sources referenced  
this iconic tool as a key part of the succession 
planning process. Many consider it a useful 
resource, especially if used in conjunction  
with other methodologies. However, others  
found it to be fairly limiting, variously 
describing it as ‘outdated’, ‘simplistic’ and  
‘old school’. Instead, these sources have 
shifted the focus of talent conversations  
to segmentation models, critical capabilities 
and talent pools linked to core competencies. 

One source in particular was incredulous  
that the nine-box-grid still retains such 
industry standing. She said “people are  
still using the tool that McKinsey developed  
for GE in the 1960s! It even uses the same 
language of ‘critical keepers and rising  
stars’. Surely someone needs to think up 
something more current? We need to think 
about what it means to be high potential  
in the current climate.” 
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...surely someone needs  
to think up something  
more current? We need  
to think about what 
it means to be high 
potential in the current 
climate.



Huawei, as we have seen, provides five-year 
plans for its 150 executives. These includes 
a strict rotation model, with HiPo’s frequently 
being shifted from one role or country  
to another.

Barclays takes a similar view, seeing  
it as the responsibility of the business  
to carve out development opportunities  
for their HiPos. Clearly, this is a bit of  
a game of chess. How can you ensure the 
right roles are available at the right time  
to keep your HiPos engaged? We know  
that one of the traits of a ‘top right’  
nine-box grid individual is that they’re  
likely to leave if not kept engaged/interested/
busy – so how do you manage this effectively  
if there isn’t an obvious development role for 
them to move into?  Clare Martin, Group HR 
Director at Jardine Motors described how her 
business has invested heavily in cross-industry 
mentoring programmes which has had a very 
positive impact on retaining talent. Vishal 
Thanki also spoke of mentoring as part of 
Kingfisher’s ‘two for growth’ strategy whereby 
the company has one person who is being 
mentored for a specific role (often by the 
current incumbent) and an ‘unearthed gem’ 
who is viewed as a longer term successor 
(five-plus years).

Mentoring cross business/function/geography 
also provides good networking opportunities 
for those looking to progress within the 
organisation and adds commercial value  
by addressing the possible negative effects  
of silos.

Ceri Connolly explained that when a HiPo has 
been identified for a succession opportunity, 
they are given a few weeks to respond with 
confirmation that they would like to be on that 
succession plan, and if they do, they need 
to submit a development plan of how they’ll 
get there. This process has proven effective 
in HiPo retention, gaining buy-in and sharing 
accountability for career progression.

One source from a global FMCG company 
cited “It’s all about buy-in. There can be quite 
a gap between high performance and high 
potential. If high performers aren’t taking  
the lead in diversifying their experience  
to develop, then perhaps high performers  
is all they’ll ever be.”

SOME COMPANIES HAVE PROTOCOLS IN PLACE WHEREBY 
IN ORDER TO MOVE TO A KEY SENIOR ROLE, INTERNAL 
CANDIDATES MUST SHOWCASE A VERY SPECIFIC SET  
OF EXPERIENCES (E.G. HAVING WORKED IN AN HR ROLE; 
HAVING HELD AN INTERNATIONAL ROLE; LEADING  
A BUSINESS FUNCTION). 

Development of your High Potentials/HiPos
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One source with a strong FMCG track  
record in leadership roles stated: “If you 
always prioritise the internal talent, you  
create a blind spot in the external market.” 
Vishal Thanki discussed his time at one  
of the worlds largest retailers, saying  
“a significant number of their directors  
started on graduate schemes” – while this  
is a positive succession story on the one  
hand, it’s legitimate to question whether 
this has a positive effect in the longer term. 
Might it not rather create an insular culture, 
precluding the reception of external ideas  
and stymying diversity of thought?

A Head of Executive Resourcing of a  
Big Four bank explained how his team  
works proactively on external pipelining 
activities to sit alongside internal efforts.  
The business comes to the team far in 
advance of any potential gap/growth area 
(where possible) and they aim to map three 
external candidates for each vacancy. 
Not only does this allow internal/external 

MANY DISCUSSIONS TOUCHED UPON THE 
REQUIREMENT TO DIVERSIFY ORGANISATIONS’ 
THINKING BY KEEPING CONNECTED TO THE  
EXTERNAL MARKET. 

External Talent
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...if you always prioritise the internal  
talent, you create a blind spot  
in the external market.

benchmarking but it works in favour  
of a diverse shortlist. In fact, 72 percent  
of our sources cited proactive external 
pipelining for succession roles providing 
broader, richer diverse shortlists than  
those delivered by a straightforward  
search solution.



  IT’S THE CONVERSATION THAT’S 
IMPORTANT, NOT THE TOOLS

  Use tools that work for your business.  
This might be the latest technology,  
or it might be an Excel spreadsheet –  
it’s the conversation that comes from  
this that really matters. If you’re using 
technology, make sure it actually delivers 
on what you need.

 TRANSPARENCY & ACCOUNTABILITY

  Take time to understand what talent looks  
like for your organisation both now and  
in the future. Communicate this constantly  
and tie all aspects of development and 
assessment to this. Ensure that a) people  
know they are considered high potential;  
and b) that the accountability for career 
progression is shared – ensure those  
on succession plans are showing you  
how they will get there, and what they 
need support with.

 MENTORING

  Invest in a mentoring programme for  
your future leaders and high potentials. 
Aim to include internal and external 
mentors cross industry and, ideally,  
cross-geography.

  KEEP AN EYE ON THE EXTERNAL 
MARKET

  Succession planning should include 
an external view to ensure you’re 
benchmarking against talent from other 
organisations and industries. This also 
helps with diversity of thought and protects 
you when critical gaps emerge.

  MOST IMPORTANTLY, MAKE IT PART  
OF YOUR DNA

  The key differentiator between those 
organisations which are making great 
strides with regard to succession planning 
and those which were drowning in process 
is how the organisations conceive of 
succession planning. Is it a directive? 
Or is it something bigger than that – i.e. 
the way a company thinks and behaves? 
Talent development, career maps, core 
competencies and transparency of career 
development should be the DNA that runs 
throughout the organisation. The Board/
ExCo/Business Leaders need to lead the 
charge by ensuring succession planning 
is on the agenda at every available 
opportunity.

THE SHORT ANSWER IS, NO. HOWEVER, THERE  
ARE CERTAINLY MEASURES THAT YOUR BUSINESS  
CAN TAKE IN ORDER TO PLAN FOR SUCCESS  
IN SUCCESSION PLANNING.

So, is there a silver bullet? 
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If you are engaged with any of the organisational 
issues that we have briefly touched upon in 
this paper, Wilbury Stratton would be happy 
to have a lengthier discussion about our 
recommendations, either in person or on the 
telephone. Similarly, we welcome any challenge 
to our findings.

For more information on the issues discussed 
above, or if you would like to speak to Wilbury 
Stratton about any other research requirements, 
please contact:
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