
Succession Planning – the key elements and benefits 

Greg Whateley 

June 2026 

 

 

 

Succession planning – often overlooked in organisations – is a critical issue especially when 

the leadership team is aging or likely to be moving on. Sometimes there is plenty of notice 

provided – but at other times not so.  

Succession planning is a strategic process used by organizations to identify, develop, and 

prepare employees to take over critical roles when current leaders or key personnel leave 

due to retirement, resignation, or unforeseen circumstances. It focuses on critical 

positions that are essential for the organization’s competitiveness and operational continuity, 

rather than all roles. The goal is to ensure that the organization can continue to function 

smoothly and achieve its objectives even during leadership transitions. 

The process is best started early in the story – not left until the last minute. 

 

Important Elements 

Important elements of succession planning typically include – 

 

Identifying critical roles 

Focus on positions that are essential to business continuity, leadership, or specialised 

knowledge. This is often a challenge – but nevertheless is important. Within all organisations 

there are critical roles – and these are the ones that needed to be addressed and focussed 

on. 

Assessing current talent 

Evaluate employees’ skills, performance, potential, and readiness for future roles. In truth 

this should be done on a regular (at least annual) basis ad should be monitored on a 

quarterly basis. The process need not be brutal – it can be gentle - but it does provide the 

organisation with the opportunity to consider staff carefully – and identify those that would be 

best to be part of the succession process. 



 

Spotting high-potential employees 

Identify people who could step into key roles with the right development and support. From 

the outset this is critical – so too the actual provision of support mechanisms and 

professional development opportunities. 

Defining future role requirements 

Clarify the skills, experience, and capabilities needed for important roles - not just today, but 

in the future as well. Position descriptions can be useful – but serious consideration needs to 

be given to the necessary skills set needed to fulfill the senior positions at the organisation. 

Development plans 

Create targeted plans such as mentoring, stretch assignments, training, coaching, and job 

rotations to prepare successors – sooner than later. 

Knowledge transfer 

Make sure critical knowledge, relationships, and processes are documented and shared 

before transitions happen. Sharing the key/critical knowledge and information can 

sometimes be challenging – but for the betterment of the organisation this should be 

encouraged from the outset. 

Risk assessment 

Consider where the organisation is vulnerable—for example, roles with only one possible 

successor or upcoming retirements. This vulnerability exploration is critical. It is not just 

about positions – it is also about people. 

Diversity and inclusion 

Build a broad and fair talent pipeline so succession decisions are not too narrow or biased. 

The best succession plans are those that embrace diversity and are future focussed. 

Regular review and updates 

Succession planning should be ongoing, not a one-time exercise. Review plans as business 

needs and people change. The challenge is to always have ‘succession’ in mind and be 

open to discussing such matters – without making promises – but, with an openness and 

honesty. 

Leadership commitment 

Senior leaders need to actively support the process and treat talent development as a 

strategic priority. Without this commitment – nothing much will be achieved. 

 

Benefits 

The benefits if good succession planning include –  

 

Ensuring Business Continuity - this reduces disruption when key roles become vacant.  

Building Leadership Pipelines – this develops a pool of capable leaders ready to step into 

critical positions – when needed. 



Retaining Top Talent – this provides employees with clear career paths and growth 

opportunities, increasing engagement and loyalty. 

Preserving Institutional Knowledge - this facilitates knowledge transfer and prevents loss 

of expertise. 

and  

Supporting Strategic Planning this aligns talent development with long-term organisational 

goals. 

 

Well thought through succession planning can be so effective and if developed from the 

outset can not only save organisations – but can also provide those within the organisation 

the opportunity to grow and develop. 

 

 

Also worth reading –  

10 traits of a good leader (2026) - 6113ad_3be0723260dc446faf04e54319430129.pdf 

Non-Hierarchical Management Systems (2026) - 

6113ad_270f77f30a2841eebd105bce3de92668.pdf 

Distributed leadership in a higher education setting (2026) - 

6113ad_f85c99d2ad3145cf91a675879d744a8c.pdf 

The importance of performance reviews (2026) - 

6113ad_c80b0fce023a4bfdb4080a49f75ba35b.pdf 
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