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How many high schoolers know 
what they want to be when they 
grow up? Not too many. How 
many of those are able to 
realize their dreams? Even 
fewer. Some people marry their 
high school sweet heart, but 
most don’t. Some star athletes 
become professionals, but most 
don’t. Same goes for the ones 
who wanted to be lawyers, 
doctors, scientists and artists. 
 
I don’t think you can ascribe the 
discrepancy between dream 
and reality simply to a lack of 
drive. I’d give a big share of the 
blame / credit to a lack of 
experience and a 
romanticization of the future. 
First of all, schools do very little 
to prepare us for reality. We 
don’t know what it takes to be a 
doctor. Those who pursue the 
dream to become one may be 
deterred by that reality. On the 
other hand, they may end up 
“succeeding” in their original 
passion only to find that the  
 
profession turns out to be 
very different than they 
expected.  
 

Some companies, engaged in 
talent management exercises, 
advise employees to look to 
high school or childhood to 
examine their early career 
aspirations. What a frustrating 
and misleading thing to do. It 
reminds me of a student I knew 
when I was a principal. He 
insisted he didn’t want to be a 
fireman but a fire truck when he 
grew up. Imagine how he feels 
about whatever career he’s in 
today?  
 
Succession and career planning 
need to be more than walks 
down memory lane. Just like in 
high school, it’s necessary to 
inject some reality. Corporate 
succession planning is not 
about your individual dreams 
but the corporation’s success. 
That may not sound very human 
to the human resource people, 
but so be it. While it’s nice to 
take the individual into 
consideration, the corporation’s 
primary responsibility is to 
deploy its human capital, now 
and in the future, to best deliver 
on its business strategy. 
Succession planning is the 
cumulative outcome of a  
 
well-designed and forward-
looking talent management 
plan. It’s about ensuring the 
development and acquisition of 
talent to fill short-term and 
longer-term roles with the most 
qualified people.  
 
How do you go about devising 
such a plan? I suggest there are 

no formulas, or best practices to 
emulate, but that your approach 
needs to be suitable for your 
organization’s culture and 
values. Whatever plan you put 
into place has to be consistent 
with corporate values. It needs 
to demonstrate its ability to fulfill 
the organization’s business plan 
by actually recognizing the 
efforts of those who are high 
potential, rather than bypassing 
them and thus discrediting the 
program.  
 
The fact that there is no one 
right answer for succession 
planning programs both 
resonates and frustrates the 
companies I work with in 
locations as disparate as North 
America, Kenya and Malaysia. 
In order to come up with a 
viable plan for your 
organization, you need to roll up 
your sleeves and become 
immersed in the reality of your 
situation rather than 
concentrating on idealistic aims. 
As a teacher, the best I can do 
to help you is provide a list of 
guidelines or salient concerns. 
By no means does the below 
comprehensive, but I think you’ll 
find a lot of these items echo in 
your reality. 
 

1. While an ageing 
population could 
threaten your 
company’s talent needs, 
this group can also 
energize and ignite a 
passion in your younger 
employees. 

 
What Does Your Company Want To Be 

When It Grows Up? 
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2. Not all industries or 

regions will be affected 
in the same way by the 
cresting of the baby 
boomer population. 
Following expert advice 
based on broad-based 
generalizations can be 
very misleading. 

 
3. Underutilized pockets of 

the labor market may 
offset talent shortages 
or provide high value 
low cost alternatives. 

 
4. It can be powerful to 

partner with high 
schools, not only 
colleges and 
universities, when 
aiming to nurture the 
development of needed 
talent or skills. 

 
5. Benchmarking your 

succession planning 
process can be 
misleading if not 
detrimental to your 
longer-term success. 

 
6. By anticipating the 

coming changes in your 
industry and market, 
you can turn challenge 
into opportunity. 

 
7. If you need to reach 

outside your company 
for future leadership 
roles, do so well in 
advance of those 
individuals reaching the 
top executive or C-level 
rank. Otherwise, you 
risk failing to accurately 
gauge whether that 
person shares your 
organization’s values. 

 
8. Not all incumbents with 

great performance 
reviews are high 
potential, and not all 

high potential 
employees are 
promotable. 

 
9. Consider the impact 

and power of 
developing at least 
three individuals for 
each critical role you 
anticipate needing to fill 
through the succession 
planning process. 

 
10. Tools that do not fit your 

values or behavioral 
competencies; off-the-
shelf computerized 360 
feedback instruments; 
and talent management 
and succession 
software that pre-define 
the succession planning 
process may look good 
on a power point 
presentation to the 
executive team, but 
aren’t likely to pay off 
when it counts. 

 
Every company has aspirations. 
What does your company want 
to be when it grows up? In order 
to get closer to realizing that 
dream, it’s necessary to deal 
with reality. By asking well-
thought out questions and 
plenty of “why’s” I believe you 
will discover the path that make 
sense for your organization. If 
you have an open mind, the 
answers you find may not be the 
ones you were looking for. As 
Mick Jagger once said, “You 
can’t always get what you want, 
but if you try sometimes, you 
might find, you get what you 
need.” 
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