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How to Nail the Role
THE GUIDE TO ENSURING YOUR NEW EXECUTIVE SUCCEEDS
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Here’s What it Covers:

Let’s dive in. Here’s how to nail the 
role.

If you’re in HR, you know the risk that’s inherent in 
onboarding a new executive.

The numbers are intimidating. 40 to 50 percent 
of new executives fail within the first 18 months 
in a new role. To make matters worse, executive 
failure typically costs an organization two times the 
leader’s annual salary – and HR functions typically 
get blamed.

So, yes, it’s a big impact, both on the organization 
and on your success as a leader in HR.

Support plays an outsized role in the results of new-to-role executives. Your role in HR is crucial to ensuring that 
support is effectively provided. It’s also a measurable way to generate the ROI that can help to validate your seat 
at the leadership table.

- Hire for Expertise, Experience, and Cultural Fit
- Assess and Communicate Stakeholder 
Expectations
- Ensure Maximum Investment Possible in the 
Onboarding Process

- 360 Assessment
- Facilitate a Collaborative Creation of Vision - Ditch 
the 100-Day Plan
- Foster a Supportive Environment
- Give Constructive Feedback

PART 1: PREPARE PART 2: EMPOWER

With a failure rate this high (and an accompanying 
high expense per failure) it’s clear that organizations 
need to do more to successfully onboard their most 
expensive talent. But what does that look like?

WHAT FACTORS CAN BE INFLUENCED TO 
EMPOWER NEW EXECUTIVES TO SUCCEED?

This whitepaper is based on what I’ve learned 
interviewing more than 500 VP-CEO leaders in 
Fortune 500 environments about how they’ve 
succeeded in new VP or SVP roles, and on my 
experiences in helping more than 40 executives 
(and their teams) through their first 6-12 months 
together. 
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Part 1: Prepare
In this section, we’ll be focused on the factors infl uencing successful preparation – that is, activities and tactics 
that mainly occur before an individual has assumed their role. There will be some overlap (some activities may 
run through the onboarding period), but for the most part, these considerations should be worked through before 
the executive is sitting in the seat.

This period is foundational in determining future success. Here’s what you’ll need to do.
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Hire for Expertise, Experience, and Cultural Fit
Hiring for the right fit is an essential condition for a 
successful assimilation. Yes, this idea is obvious. But 
carrying it out is easier said than done. So, how can you 
identify the right person? 

Here’s what to consider.

Nobody is perfect for the role.
There is nobody who’s perfect, after all. Every leader has 
strengths and weaknesses. So, the first step consists of 
filtering out candidates who can’t fit the role.

The candidate is not the right person if:

THEY LACK NECESSARY HARD SKILLS
If a would-be-CFO lacks tactical accounting knowledge 
that’s necessary for that job’s performance – well, they 
won’t make a good CFO.

THEY LACK THE MENTAL CAPACITY FOR THE ROLE
The vast majority of executives rise into consideration 
for roles on the basis of intelligence, not in spite of it. Yet 
there are some individuals who check many of the boxes 
(work ethic, character, heart for mentorship, etc.) but lack 
the sheer mental capacity to succeed.

THEY LACK CHARACTER
Some executive candidates have intelligence and 
experience but are simply vicious. They may have risen 
through an organization on the basis of results, but they 
certainly won’t have gained support from those under 
them along the way. In an executive role where the 
spotlight burns bright, they’ll crash out – likely sooner 
rather than later. They won’t be equipped to do the 
necessary work of people development; the role just 
doesn’t mesh with a vicious personality.

This point can be expanded outside of a strict moral 
context, too; if the nature of an individual is at odds 
with the nature of a position, they aren’t a good fit. 
For instance, somebody with a deeply individualistic 
character will struggle to lead and support a team.

High-performers aren’t always the 
best executives.
We have a tendency to take people that are high 
performers in specific roles and assume that their 
success can be extrapolated to the context of leadership. 
In some scenarios, this makes a lot of sense. If I’m the 
best, programmer, for example, I may be able to teach 
other programmers to be more effective or more efficient 
as well. 

But often the traits that impact success in specific roles 
(say, for example, a sales person’s role) don’t impact 
success in an executive role.

Take the leading salesperson. That person’s probably 
aggressive, competitive, individualistic, and maybe a little 
bit impatient. Those traits make them very successful 
as a salesperson. But in a leadership role, those traits 
may show up as competitiveness, individualism, and a 
tendency toward frustration when action doesn’t happen 
quickly.

The bottom line: make sure candidates are selected for 
the traits that will impact their success in this role, not 
solely on the basis of the traits that have impacted their 
success previously.

A good leader has the right heart.

Depending on the nature of an executive role, you’ll be 
able to outline the capacities and skills your candidates 
will need. But regardless of context, a good leader should 
have the right heart.

In general, this means that they’re more others-focused 
than they are self-focused; they’ll put the well-being of 
the organization above their own self-interest. They’ll 
truly value the success of their direct reports instead of 
viewing their people as a means to an end. They’ll likely 
have a heart for developing others.

Again, there is no perfect fit for a role, but there are 
certainly wrong fits. If you consider these factors during 
the recruitment process, you’ll (at very least) be able to 
filter out the individuals who aren’t suited for the role, and 
you’ll be better-prepared to select a leader who will have a 
high potential for success.



4

Assess and Communicate Stakeholder 
Expectations
If the potential new hire is a fi t for the role, the next step in 
preparing an organization for their eventual success is to 
assess and communicate stakeholder expectations.

Unfortunately, most companies don’t do this well. Too 
many executives step into new positions without really 
knowing their charter - meaning, they know, but they don’t 
know what everyone’s expectations are. The challenges 
inherent in a role are often undersold, its upsides are 
often oversold, and what success looks like is an ongoing 
debate. In general, the complexities of the role aren’t 
communicated clearly, which puts new executives at a 
major disadvantage.

HR people – don’t let unclear expectations sabotage your 
new executive. Here’s how this can be avoided.

Gather and align expectations.
This takes time, but it’s time well spent.

To gather expectations, sit down with the incoming 
executive’s direct reports, boss, and peers, and take 
stockof the current situation. What did the predecessor 
leave behind? What are the highest priorities for the 
new role? What kind of problems or risks might they be 
facing?

IF COMPETING EXPECTATIONS EXIST, BRINGING 
ALIGNMENT EARLY ON IS CRUCIAL. 
Forcing executives to pick between competing visions 
early on increases their chances of failure. If possible, 
where stakeholders are misaligned, bring them into a 
room and clarify expectations so that the executive can 
have a single, focused path forward.

Communicate expectations clearly.
Summarize the feedback so that the executive has some 
insight into the demands of the position (preferably 
before they take the role).

AS POSSIBLE, COMMUNICATE THESE FACTORS TO 
NEW EXECUTIVES:
- What their top objectives should be
- How objectives should be prioritized
- How their function has historically been perceived
- The function of their role, specifi cally
- How fast change should be implemented 

Additionally, encourage new executives to ask for 
information (and repeat the process of meeting with 
stakeholders themselves).

Creating a culture of high expectations with low 
communication is a recipe for failure. Empower 
executives to ask. They shouldn’t be relegated to 
guessing for fear of asking good questions. 

In the end, an executive’s ability to successfully read 
the landscape is one of the most critical factors in their 
success. Give them better chances by communicating 
the landscape as clearly as possible.

In the end, an executive’s ability to successfully read 
the landscape is one of the most critical factors in their 
success. Give them better chances by communicating 
the landscape as clearly as possible.
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Ensure Maximum Investment Possible in the 
Onboarding Process

ENCOURAGE AN ORGANIZATIONAL MINDSET 
GEARED TOWARD HELPING THE NEW EXECUTIVE 
FIT IN. 
Ideally, people should be reaching out to the new 
executive and developing working relationships that go 
beyond technical orientation. Encourage that. Going 
the extra mile matters – for the new executive, early 
relationships can be the difference between quickly 
understanding their new world or continually missing 
cultural nuance.

In general, an early focus on onboarding matters. It’s 
very hard to get new executives back on track if they’ve 
spent the fi rst year off track thanks to a poorly-executed 
onboarding process. 

Start the push for support early. 

IDEALLY, PARTICIPANTS SHOULD INCLUDE:
- The subject’s boss(es)
- Three peers
- Three direct reports (if possible)
- Four internal/ external customers

The Outcome
360 assessments prepare executives by improving 
self-awareness. Feedback is the impetus toward 
improvement – and for new-to-role executives, it’s critical 
to have a solid understanding going into the new seat.

The fi nal step in preparation is to prepare your 
organization’s onboarding approach. Unfortunately, the 
transition from recruitment to executive development is 
too often jarring.

When organizational focus is disproportionately directed 
toward getting bodies in the door as opposed to ensuring 
new roles are equipped to succeed on arrival, the results 
can be depressing (and laughable). New executives show 
up with no idea where to go, or walk into an offi ce without 
any furnishings, or aren’t even given a computer to work 
on out of the gate.

Those conditions don’t bode well for their chances of 
success in the role.

HR, you’re the champion here. Take the lead on ensuring 
the maximum investment possible in the onboarding 
process.

Here’s what that may entail:

ENSURE BASIC TRAINING IS TAKEN CARE OF.
New executives, like any other new hires, will need to be 
trained on your organization’s processes, technologies, 
and workfl ows – they’ll need to get set up on the intranet, 
added to any relevant systems, and so on. Make sure that 
these basic needs aren’t neglected. Make sure everything 
is ready for their fi rst day. 



6

Part 2: Empower
In this section, we’ll focus on the strategies and tactics that new-to-role executives will need to employ once they 
assume their seats – and how HR can help to empower them.

During this phase, it’s absolutely critical for new-to-role executives to avoid major missteps. If they’re slow to 
understand the context and culture, they may lose trust and infl uence. And, once those things have waned, 
they’re hard to win back.

It will be your job as an HR leader to ensure that your new executive is equipped with the tools and information 
they need to succeed. Here’s what you’ll need to do.
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Ditch the 100-Day Plan and Facilitate a 
Collaborative Creation of Vision
In addition to learning their own status, new executives 
should focus on learning their new organization’s context 
and culture. Accordingly, as an HR leader, you should 
guard against 100-day plans. Council new executives 
against these and advise an agile, collaborative approach 
instead.

Here’s why.

100-DAYS IS AN ARBITRARY TIMEFRAME. 
Unless there’s an improbably necessary timeframe of 
exactly 100 days for an executive to achieve clear results, 
announcing 100 days as the scope of a plan is arbitrary.

A lot can change within that time, especially in a new role. 
As soon as a new executive starts, they’ll undoubtedly 
uncover new information that they didn’t have prior to 
assuming the position.

THERE’S A LACK OF CONTEXT. 
New-to-role executives don’t have a full enough 
understanding of their positions to craft a comprehensive, 
reliable 100-day plan.

A leader can have all of the skill and experience in the 
world, but if they don’t have context, they won’t be able to 
make strategic decisions. They’ll be fl ying blind.

To be qualifi ed to enact an agenda, they need to 
understand the existing situation: the challenges, the 
opportunities, the language, the politics – all of it. Only 
after they can articulate those things in the language of 
their people are they ready to introduce any sort of plan.

Pushing a 100-day plan right off the bat is like rushing 
into building a highway without looking at a map. The 
road may be great, but it may end up running headlong 
off a cliff. Ensure that your new executive studies the 
map fi rst.
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Facilitate Collaborative Vision 
Development
Instead of seeking to enact an agenda right off the bat, 
new executives should seek collaboration and feedback 
as they develop vision. HR should encourage this 
process.

Here’s the rationale.

THEY MIGHT FEEL PRESSURE TO COME OUT 
SHOOTING, BUT IT DOESN’T PRODUCE RESULTS.
Seeking collaboration is infi nitely more likely to lead to 
success. When new executives arrive, existing teams 
will strongly desire a chance to be heard. And because 
existing personnel have experience with company context 
and culture, they’ll be likely to have valuable input, too.

Executives should seek input from everyone who they’ll 
need to align to successfully enact an agenda. This might 
mean they should meet with 15 people; it might mean 
they should meet with 400 people. Once they’ve done this, 
executives should look for ways to incorporate the team’s 
good ideas – and even the team’s language – into their 
strategies.

VISIONS ARE BUILT BY TEAMS, NOT BY ONE 
POWERFUL VOICE.
An executive might be (hopefully is) the smartest person 
in the room, but if they want buy-in from those who will 
make or break them on execution, they’d be wise to 
collaborate.

Buy-in is a big deal for things like discretionary effort, 
unobservable compliance, cooperation, and team morale. 
If executives are able to include their new teams in the 
process of agenda-setting, they’ll get buy-in far more 
easily.

Although gathering input may sound time-consuming, 
the reality is that taking the time to do it actually leads 
executives to quicker results than they’d achieve by acting 
fi rst. An agenda can be accomplished much more quickly 
by a fully committed team than by a new executive 
pushing against the crowd.
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Foster a Supportive Environment
Even if executives know themselves and their 
organizational context, there’s another (less talked about) 
reason for executive failure: burnout.

The stresses of executive roles can wear individuals 
down quickly, even when they’re new to the job. In fact, 
the first six to nine months as a new executive are 
typically the most stressful, so the danger of burnout is 
high; after that period, stress tends to deescalate (at least 
to some degree).

While you certainly can’t control every factor, it’s your job 
to help foster an environment that empowers your new 
executive. Here’s what that looks like.

Encourage Physical Well-Being
There’s a lot of pressure on new executives to perform 
– but if they cave into an unhealthy lifestyle, their 
performance will suffer.

Sleep is the new coffee. Exercise keeps people healthy. 
Overwork, contrastingly, wears down health.

Facilitate a culture that supports health.

Encourage Emotional (Relational) 
Well-Being
The reality is that, without a supportive community in 
some capacity, executive burnout is inevitable. A healthy 
family life matters. Community involvement can help, too.

Executive positions make having relationships hard 
because, for executives, true peers are hard to find. So, 
any potential relationships are tinged with elements of 
positional influence.

It’s hard to be friends with the board when they’re the 
ones responsible for reviewing your job performance. It’s 
hard to be friends with a direct report when their career 
is dependent on their ability to impress you. And it’s hard 
not to have friends.

So, encourage executives to:
FIND AN OUTSIDE PEER GROUP
Top-level executives will need to find this outside of the 
organizational context.

FACILITATE BOARD RELATIONSHIPS
While board member relationships are typically focused 
more toward technical guidance than they are toward 
well-being, they can provide executives with helpful 
expertise in the midst of challenging business situations. 
Access to guidance can help to reduce stress. 

BE AS OPEN AND TRANSPARENT AS POSSIBLE 
WITH REPORTS
Here’s our view: instead of walling off subordinates, 
executives should seek to be as open and transparent as 
possible. They can have relationships, but they can’t shift 
relationships into favoritism. Organizational wellbeing 
comes first, but it’s inhuman to assume they won’t have 
relationships at all.

Again, you can’t ultimately control an executive’s 
wellbeing. But you should be prepared to spot warning 
signs that signify burnout. Seek to encourage the new hire 
to lead a lifestyle that will contribute to their wellbeing, not 
compromise it.

“Facilitate a 
culture that 
supports health.”
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360 Assessment
Executives are empowered through greater self-
awareness.

Leaders are much better prepared for new roles if they’re 
aware of their own capabilities and potential performance 
gaps. If they aren’t – if they don’t know where they’re 
weak, where they’re strong, and where they’re just blind – 
they’ll be in for diffi culties when the gaps are revealed.

Consequently, a helpful late-assimilation step for 
executives in a newer role is assessing their performance 
to date. A 360-degree assessment is a comprehensive 
tool for doing this. Six to twelve months into a new role is 
long enough to yield quality feedback.

Here’s what it’s for and what it entails.

The Purpose of 360 Feedback
The purpose of 360-degree feedback is to assess a 
leaders’ impact on an organization. Impact is measured 
both in terms of technical expertise and function, and in 
how they manage relationships with others. 360-feedback 
is intended for developmental purposes. 

The Method
360-feedback is gathered through a series of interviews 
with those who regularly interface with the new executive. 
This data is then compiled into a report that provides a 
summary of the executive’s relative strengths as well as 
specifi c development recommendations.

Signifi cant data is shared with the participant while 
carefully preserving the individual confi dentiality of the 
respondents. Only feedback corroborated by at least three 
respondents is included. One-off remarks, or examples 
specifi c to one respondent, are not included.  

The Participants
To get the most from a 360, it is important to select 
respondents who will provide candid feed-back. 
Respondents should be balanced between individuals 
that have a strong working relationship with the executive 
as well as those with whom the executive may have a 
more diffi cult time working.

IDEALLY, PARTICIPANTS SHOULD INCLUDE:
- The subject’s boss(es)
- Three peers
- Three direct reports (if possible)
- Four internal/ external customers

The Outcome
360 assessments prepare executives by improving 
self-awareness. Feedback is the impetus toward 
improvement – and for new-to-role executives, it’s critical 
to have a solid understanding of their performance in a 
new role. Making use of self-awareness to lead effectively 
should be foundational to a new executive’s assimilation.
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Give Ongoing Feedback
Finally, one of the biggest ways you’ll be able to empower 
a new executive is through ongoing constructive 
feedback.

Here’s the bad news: it’s hard to give feedback. It’s even 
harder to give feedback to executives.

That’s because executives tend to be intelligent, assertive 
people - and, personalities aside, they’re in positions of 
power. But, giving executive feedback is necessary.

Providing executives with accurate feedback can catalyze 
growth, allowing them to view their performances through 
more comprehensive lenses and make positive changes 
accordingly.

So, how should you give executives feedback that’s 
constructive?

Give feedback in real-time, as 
possible.
Giving feedback in real-time isn’t always possible (or 
appropriate). You may not be in a position to call out an 
executive mid-meeting.

But, when it is possible, giving real-time feedback can 
be very effective. When you give real-time feedback, the 
noted behavior and its impact are tangible. You can point 
to a specific action, its consequence, and show how 
changing the behavior could lead to improvement.

For example: “I noticed that you dismissed Jenna’s input 
quickly and that after you did, she was hesitant to offer 
input for the rest of the meeting. If you give her ideas 
more consideration, she may be open to contributing 
more, which is important, because we need her expertise 
on this project going forward.”

Giving feedback quickly in real-time can increase its 
impact.

Be prepared for conflict.
When you provide feedback – whether in the form of 
real-time conversation or via a performance analysis - be 
prepared for conflict. Conflict comes quickly in feedback 
situations because the reality is that most people’s self-
concepts don’t align with how others see them.

Interestingly, executives who are high-performers tend to 
have a lower view of their own performance than others 
do, while executives who are poor performers tend to 
view themselves in a better light than others do. But 
regardless of which end of the spectrum an executive 
falls on, there is almost always a gap between how other 
people perceive them and how they perceive themselves.

When you discuss feedback face-to-face, be prepared 
to stand your ground and stick to facts and observable 
examples.

Gather feedback from a wide range 
of perspectives.

If you face conflict in giving executive feedback, it will 
often show up as attempts to refute the feedback you’re 
presenting.

For example: “The people who are giving this feedback 
are wrong. They don’t have all of the information.” Or, in 
response to a dissonant 360 result: “There must just be 
one person who doesn’t like me.”

It’s easier to give feedback when you’re confident that the 
feedback is accurate. To ensure that’s the case, gather 
feedback from a wide range of perspectives. This will 
make the data more viable by softening the effect of 
outliers and offering a more comprehensive look at the 
performance of the executive.

Be honest.
This is almost obvious, but it’s important enough to state 
explicitly.

Don’t present fluff for the sake of avoiding conflict. Don’t 
shy away from real issues. If you have tough news, deliver 
it honestly.  Courage is what separates those who provide 
useful feedback from those who deliver watered down 
feedback.

Most executives want honest feedback, even if it 
stings. They want to do their jobs well. So, if you make 
them aware of an issue that needs to be solved, they’ll 
appreciate it, because addressing the issue will help 
them perform at a higher level and help their companies 
succeed.
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Honest feedback may ruffl e feathers at fi rst. But in the 
end, honest feedback is the only kind worth giving.

Present negative feedback as a 
means of improvement, not as a 
personal indictment.

Being honest doesn’t mean you need to be 
unnecessarily harsh, though. To make negative 
feedback more palatable, present negative feedback 
as a means of improvement, not as a personal 
indictment.

Making that distinction can be hard. Our identities 
are so tied to our jobs – our successes and failures 
in our careers so defi ne our self-concepts – that 
negative feedback can feel like a personal affront.

Work to combat that perception by delivering 
feedback from “the same side of the table” as the 
executive. This means framing an issue in the light 
of accomplishing shared goals.

Consider the following examples.

FEEDBACK LIKELY TO BE TAKEN AS A 
PERSONAL AFFRONT: 
“Trent, you’re a bad presenter. It’s costing the 
company because your team doesn’t pay attention 
to the initiatives you introduce. You need to do 
better.”

FEEDBACK GIVEN AS A MEANS OF 
IMPROVEMENT: 
“Trent, the presentations you’ve been delivering 
to the team haven’t been engaging. But I know 
that the objectives you’re outlining are important 
for your team to understand so that the company 
can grow. We should take steps to improve 
your communication skills so that our team and 
company can thrive.”

As an HR leader, your ability to give constructive 
executive feedback will refl ect well on you and give 
your new executive the best possible chance at 
success.
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260-417-9204 EBERMES@BERMESASSOCIATES.COM

Ready to Nail the Role?

Let’s Talk

Executive assimilation is high-stakes. The odds can seem intimidating, but if you put these strategies and tactics into 
practice, you’ll stand a far better chance of successfully assimilating a new executive.

And if you want to ensure you nail the role, get in touch with us.

Through our work together, new or newly-promoted executives start in-role fully understanding stakeholder expectations, 
empowered to navigate the corporate culture, and armed with the context they need to quickly align their teams. This 
combination allows them to execute on expectations more quickly, with less hesitation, and while making fewer costly 
mistakes.

Pressure-tested extensively in the Fortune 250 market with a success rate of 98% (where the norm is 50%), this approach is 
a game changer for organizations that need to drive down their executive fail rate.

ARE YOU READY FOR A NEW APPROACH THAT ENABLES YOUR EXECUTIVES (AND YOUR ORGANIZATION) THE 
BEST CHANCE AT SUCCESS?

At Emily Bermes + Associates, we blend 
Success Factor Profiling with New Leader 
Assimilation exercises and ongoing 
Executive Coaching to bombproof any 
officer-level appointment.


