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The Flawed Thinking that Derails CEO and C-Suite Succession
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Boards and CEOs rightly treat succession for the most senior 
enterprise roles as one of their highest-stakes responsibilities. 
The costs of getting it wrong are painfully well known: lost 
momentum, strategic drift, cultural fractures, and in some 
cases irreversible reputational or commercial damage. 

In response, some organizations have invested in more 
sophisticated succession processes—exhaustive external 
searches, deeper board involvement, assessments, rounds of 
structured interviews, and benchmarked profiles designed to 
bring rigor, objectivity, and confidence to succession decisions. 

When done right, the added rigor serves an indispensable 
role in evaluating candidate readiness. Succession readiness 
should never be evaluated without great assessment data. The 
problem is this: readiness is not a permanent condition. 

Context changes more rapidly than ever in today’s 
environment, and the absence of monitoring how candidates 
roll with those changes can easily lead boards to be dissatisfied 
with the outcomes of their succession efforts.

New CEOs routinely struggle in their first year. “Ready now” 
successors often reveal unanticipated gaps. Promising internal 
candidates stall or disengage. Boards find themselves revisiting 
succession plans sooner than expected, wondering how a 
process that felt so thorough could have missed so much. 

The issue is not that CEO succession processes are careless or 
poorly executed. On the contrary, they are often professionally 
designed and diligently applied. The problem is more subtle—
and more consequential. 

Most succession systems over-index on leader evaluation, 
often at the expense of development. In the roles where 
growth capacity matters most, succession has quietly become 
a verdict rather than a developmental engine. 
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Consider a common scenario. A board identifies 
two internal CEO candidates. Both are respected 
and experienced with strong track records of 
performance. To ensure fairness, rigor, and risk 
mitigation, the board commissions an external 
assessment to evaluate each candidate. The 
process includes in-depth interviews, simulations, 
psychometrics, and detailed reports. The findings 
are presented with clarity and depth. Strengths 
are highlighted. Risks are acknowledged. Rigorous 
dialogue and debate occur. Recommendations     
are made. 

The board lands on a chosen successor and leaves 
the process reassured. The data is credible. The 
insights are clear. The process was defensible—and 
meaningfully better than relying on intuition or 
informal judgment alone. 

Twelve months later, the story looks different. 
The selected CEO struggles to adapt. The board 
realizes that while the candidate possessed many 
of the essential capabilities, they had not yet fully 
internalized the psychological, relational, and 
decision-making shifts the role required. Meanwhile, 
the runner-up candidate has disengaged and fallen 
off the board’s near-term radar. 

Nothing about this story reflects carelessness or 
poor design. In fact, the clarity and depth of the 
assessment data certainly improved the quality 
of the original decision. Yet that same clarity can 
quietly create a false sense of completion. The 
board may feel that its work is largely finished once 
readiness has been evaluated and documented. 

In truth, every leader—even the most remarkably 
talented—has vulnerabilities. What ultimately 
distinguishes successful enterprise leaders is not 
the absence of gaps, but how they learn from them 
and adapt under pressure. Demonstrating essential 
capabilities is necessary. Demonstrating growth in 
response to insight is what makes readiness durable. 

This is the missing link in many succession 
processes. The board’s role is not simply to assess 
readiness and then look away. It is to assess 
readiness and then observe how successors respond 
to what they have learned about themselves—how 
they engage the feedback, what they do with 
identified strengths and gaps, and whether insight 
translates into meaningful behavioral change. 

What candidates do after the assessment, but 
before a succession decision is finalized, matters 
as much as the assessment itself.

THE HIGH-STAKES ILLUSION OF CONFIDENCE

HOW SUCCESSION BECAME OVERLY DIAGNOSTIC
To understand why this happens, it helps to look at 
how modern succession practices evolved. 

As governance expectations increased and CEO 
turnover became more visible, boards have 
understandably sought greater rigor and objectivity 
in succession decisions. External assessments bring 
professional rigor, standardized methods, validated 
tools, and a source of independent judgment that 
internal processes often lacked. 

Over time, however, succession design began to 
over-optimize for defensibility. Processes became 
more compressed, more standardized, and more 
focused on producing clear judgments within 
limited windows of observation. Assessments were 
deployed to answer questions like: 

	� How does this leader compare to a benchmark? 

	� What capabilities are currently strong or weak? 

	� Where are the identifiable risks? 

These questions are naturally very important to 
address, but can also overshadow a different, equally 
consequential set of questions: 

	� How quickly does this leader learn from 
experience? 

	� How do they integrate feedback under 
pressure? 

	� How do their decisions evolve when complexity 
increases?

	� How do they adapt when the role itself is 
changing? 

This has not been a failure of intent. It has been a 
design tradeoff. The insight that makes assessments 
credible and value-added can also lead boards to 
complacency.
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THE READINESS FALLACY 
At the heart of this issue is what I’ve begun to call 
the readiness fallacy: the belief that leadership 
readiness is a stable state. 

In enterprise roles, readiness is far better understood 
as a trajectory. The most critical transitions—into 
CEO, COO, or other top enterprise roles—are not 
mastered in advance. They are learned through 
exposure, stretch, feedback, and adaptation. What 
separates successful enterprise leaders from 

struggling ones is not simply their current capability, 
but their rate and quality of growth once the 
complexity of the role becomes real. 

Traditional succession systems struggle to capture 
this dynamic. They provide a snapshot of leadership 
capability and then extrapolate forward. But 
enterprise leadership does not unfold in snapshots. 
It unfolds across time, pressure, outcomes, and 
consequences.

WHAT TRADITIONAL SUCCESSION MISSES 
In working with boards and CEOs over many years, 
I’ve observed several consistent blind spots in 
traditional succession approaches: 

1.	 Coachability under pressure. Many leaders 
accept feedback intellectually; far fewer 
integrate it behaviorally when stakes are high. 

2.	 Learning velocity. Insight without action is 
common. Demonstrated growth following 
feedback is far rarer—and adds predictive power 
when combined with assessment. 

3.	 Enterprise integration. Leaders may excel within 
a function or business unit yet struggle to hold 
competing enterprise tensions simultaneously. 

4.	 Behavioral change over time. Succession 
systems often identify gaps but rarely track 
whether those gaps meaningfully close. 

Ironically, these are precisely the capabilities boards 
most need to understand before making irreversible 
succession decisions.

FROM VERDICTS TO DEVELOPMENTAL SUCCESSION 
What would a better approach to CEO and C-suite 
succession look like? 

At its core, it would treat succession not as a single 
evaluative event, but as a developmental journey 
with accountability. Rather than asking candidates 
to perform for a moment in time and be judged, 
it would place them in a series of immersive, 
enterprise-level challenges over time—each followed 
by structured reflection, targeted development 
commitments, and observable follow-through. 

In this model, candidates engage in “chapters” or 
“workouts,” each focused on a small set of enterprise 
leadership demands: strategy under uncertainty, 

stakeholder conflict, board dynamics, organizational 
culture, or crisis decision-making. These experiences 
are difficult by design—realistic, immersive, and 
deeply tied to the organization’s emerging context. 
They are paired with expert dialogue that helps 
candidates interpret what happened, not just what 
they did. 

Crucially, what follows matters as much as the 
experience itself. Candidates commit to specific 
developmental actions. Coaches remain engaged. 
Growth is expected, supported, and observed. 

Over time, assessment leads to deeper evidence of 
readiness, or the lack thereof.
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Boards should continue to leverage validated 
assessment as a crucial starting point. But they 
should resist treating it as sufficient.  

For the most consequential succession decisions, 
they should: 

	� Apply developmental succession approaches 
for enterprise-critical roles 

	� Ask not only who is ready? but Who is learning 
fastest? 

	� Expect evidence of growth, not just insight 

	� Treat succession as a capability-building 
investment, not merely a risk-mitigation 
exercise 

	� Design succession processes that develop 
leaders even as they evaluate them 

The future of CEO and C-suite succession will not 
be defined by better diagnostics alone. It will be 
defined by systems that reveal, accelerate, and 
reward leadership growth. 

In the roles where development matters most, 
succession must become more than a verdict. It 
must become preparation.

THE SUCCESSION PORTFOLIO 
The output of such a process is not a single report, 
but a succession portfolio: a living record of 
leadership capability, learning, and growth across 
multiple enterprise contexts. 

A well-constructed succession portfolio includes 
traditional assessment insights, but it places greater 
weight on longitudinal evidence: 

	� How the leader’s decision-making has evolved 

	� What feedback was received and acted upon 

	� Where behavioral change is visible and durable 

	� How complexity is handled differently over time 

	� Whether growth accelerates, plateaus, or stalls 

For boards, this represents a fundamental upgrade 
in decision quality. Rather than relying solely 
on point-in-time predictions, they can observe 
trajectory. Rather than debating potential, they 
can examine progress. And rather than choosing 
between candidates based solely on comparative 
scores, they can weigh demonstrated growth    
under pressure.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW 
The case for rethinking succession has never been 
stronger. CEO tenure is shortening. Enterprise 
complexity is increasing. AI, stakeholder activism, 
regulatory scrutiny, and geopolitical uncertainty are 
reshaping what senior leadership requires. There 
are fewer “ready-made” CEOs—and far less margin       
for error. 

In this environment, succession systems that 
optimize for static evaluation inadvertently increase 
risk. They emphasize what is already formed over 
what can still develop. They reward polish over 
adaptability. And they miss what might be the most 
predictive variable of all: how leaders grow when the 
job begins to stretch them in unfamiliar ways.

WHAT BOARDS AND CEOS SHOULD DO DIFFERENTLY 
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