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The New-to-Role  
Executive Guidebook
How to Survive and Thrive in the First 6 Months
The best-in-class assimilation strategies for making your new-to-role assimilation a success.
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Promotions are enormous victories. But when you 
reach VP-level and above, they can be a make-or-break 
time in a person’s career.

This is because 50% of executives fail within their first 18 months in 
role. And that rate is likely to increase. With Baby Boomers retiring, 
Gen X and Millennial groups are assuming executive roles earlier in 
their careers, with fewer learning cycles and less relative maturity. 
There simply aren’t enough “executive-ready” leaders to fill the 
number of “next big roles.”

THE FAIL RATE IS LIKELY TO RISE FOR THESE GROUPS.

Yet, most executives fail not because they’re not smart enough, capable enough, or passionate 
enough about the job at hand. They fail because they alienate important stakeholders through 
early missteps that they simply can’t recover from- effectively alienating themselves from those 
they need to be aligned with. They fail because they overemphasize some markers of success 
while neglecting other more crucial (and nuanced) drivers of a successful assimilation.   
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In this whitepaper, 
 
you’ll get access to cutting-edge insights based on what I’ve learned interviewing more than 
250 VP- CEO leaders in Fortune 500 environments about how to succeed in a new VP or SVP 
role and by personally helping 25 executives (and their teams) through their first 6-12 months 
together.  In reading it you’ll be armed with:

The six most common (and most damaging) mistakes executives make within 
their first six months – and what to do instead.

A step-by-step roadmap for navigating the competing tensions that arise from 
every executive’s three masters: Culture, Team, and Charter. You’ll learn how to 
balance masters, while also pacing change and prioritizing correctly.    

Five pressure-tested survival tips for navigating enormously challenging 
situations with thoughtfulness and greater ease. 

THE FIRST SIX MONTHS WILL BE A DOOZY – THESE TIPS WILL HELP.  

When you’ve finished, you’ll have the industry’s very best assimilation tools and strategies, a 
thorough understanding of when and how to apply them, and increased confidence to navigate 
the next promotion successfully. 
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The Six Most Common Mistakes 
Executives Make in the First 6 
Months
These are the six most common (and most damaging) mistakes 
executives make within their first six months – and what to do 
instead.

1. Holding tight to the 100-day plan. Ditch it.

Your plan shouldn’t precede your first day – so don’t make one. If someone asks for one, tell 
them you’ll spend 90 days listening, learning and assessing, and 10 days circling back with 
stakeholders about what you have learned. They won’t know what to make of that – and that’s ok.
100-day plans don’t determine or predict success – creating results with minimal noise does.
As soon as you are in role and able, establish a wide web of stakeholders and meet with them. 
Ask questions about the function you now own. Take a diagnostic approach. Be systematic. Ask 
roughly the same questions of all stakeholders; direct reports, peers, internal customers, external 
customers, boss(es).

Ask provocative, open questions. Listen. Take notes. And while you’re there, build a relationship. 
Let them get to know you as a human. Take an interest in who they are and what they care about.  
Then, follow up with your insights and learnings. Spend one-on-one (or small group) time with 
everyone in your downline if it’s fewer than 150 people. Yes, this is a large time investment, but it 
will pay dividends for your time in-role.

Until you can articulate the state of affairs, important historical contexts, and industry trends in 
your stakeholders’ words, keep learning.

There are exceptions to this reserved approach that we’ll address later, but in general, cool your 
jets, get the lay of the land, and get the assessment of priorities, objectives and talent right by 
taking time to be both thoughtful and thorough.
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2. Thinking you have a lot to prove. You do, and you 
don’t. That’s mostly your ego talking.

Fear of failure and the insecurity of being new can make even the most seasoned executive 
nervous. Those vulnerable feelings often lead to overcompensating, or to putting too much 
energy into proving you deserve to be there.    

Examples of this are when people talk too much about past accomplishments, or their prior firm, 
or spend too much time proving they’re the smartest person in the room, name-dropping past 
people they’ve worked for. You get the picture.

All of these behaviors create resistance, and resistance is bad.  You’ll get enough natural 
resistance from people – you shouldn’t manufacture more with these poor behaviors.   
Leaders create less resistance when they prove less and listen more. Leaders often feel that 
asking questions or not having the answers will make them seem weak. It won’t. It will make you 
seem real.

Pretending to have all of the answers will, however, make you seem arrogant. Avoid the 
grandstanding; it’s a pretty hollow way of earning credibility. People care about what you’re there 
to do for them.

Results are what will prove your efficacy and your worth - running your mouth will not.  Let your 
people know that you are there to learn, observe, and understand the history and context. 
Share what seems most relevant to them about your past and what you bring to the table. Show 
respect to legacy employees and their contributions, even if they are antiquated and archaic. It’s 
their work – their hard work. Do not call their baby ugly.

Mitigating resistance is the most important task, for now. Early judgment, criticism or comparison 
will create employee resistance faster than anything else, and it can last for years. You’re an 
outsider, maybe – you can’t help that, but you can reserve judgment for a little while. Do this until 
you can articulate the ‘state of affairs’ as well as someone who has been there for a few years. 
You’ll listen better and you’ll learn much more quickly.

When you have done your due diligence, your answers and ideas will have appropriate context. 
Your opinion will be grounded, your future visions credible. Stakeholder input will be audible 
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in your contributions. You will have credibility, and better yet, a stronger foundation for decision 
making and inciting change. Because, by the end of all of this, you will also have relationships.
 

3. Striving to appear decisive on talent. Putting 
business ahead of people will not get the results you’re 
looking for.

Coming in and being decisive is important in some contexts. But, unless you’re tasked with a 
turnaround, you have time to be thoughtful about your people. Take time to assess, repurpose, 
coach, or, if you must, manage someone out.

By doing the most that you can to salvage existing talent without hindering results, you’ll earn 
some grace with people you lead, whose trust you need. When leaders are too quick to move out 
existing talent and bring in their own people right away, they risk alienating their remaining directs 
and the peers of their directs, all of whom they need to ultimately align with.

People understand not everyone will make the cut, and people won’t ultimately respect a boss 
who is tolerant of poor performance – but if they see you try to make the best of it while balancing 
the business result, you will not unnecessarily alienate others.

Alienating others, breeding mistrust, and creating immediate resentment for anyone new you 
bring in will stall alignment and make creating business results more difficult.  

4. Feeling the pressure to drive a unique vision and 
agenda. Maybe, maybe not. Vision and agendas are 
built, not driven.

Ideally, visions are built by teams, not by one powerful voice. You might be the smartest person in 
the room, but if you want buy-in from those who will make or break you on execution, you would 
be wise to include them.
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Build a vision. Establish a roadmap and key priorities with those who have to deliver. Push, pull, 
or influence is fine, but others have to have some real measure of buy in. At the end of the day, 
they know more firsthand, they have more history, they may have more subject matter expertise, 
and they have to do the work – so let them help build what’s next.

Buy-in is a big deal for things like discretionary effort, unobservable compliance, cooperation, 
and team morale. If you thoughtfully include them, your new team will buy into your desire to 
spark a new direction.  

By including them in identifying a new path forward, they will buy into change.  All of this 
mitigates resistance that can (and does) slow results in tangible and intangible ways.   

5. Trying to “always keep ‘em guessing.” Please, no. 

Letting roles, responsibilities, accountabilities, communication cadences, expectations, and your 
hot button issues remain a mystery is irresponsible and cruel.

Those you lead mostly just want to make you happy and/or avoid getting on your bad side. It’s 
what matters for their individual success. So, make it easy to know what your expectations are. 
Don’t make your team resort to reading the tealeaves or experiencing you through trial-by-fire.
Strive for clarify and transparency. Be very explicit and have expectation-setting conversations 
early in your tenure –as in, within three months.

Make it easy to know what your expectations are, so your team can stop focusing on you and get 
back to delivering results your way.  It’s more humane, it’s more efficient, and it enables results 
rather than hampering them.

6. Holding onto bad news for too long. Bad news ages 
poorly.

This is 100% true. In a new role, the pressure to look like you’re getting it, getting a result, doing 
well, and succeeding is disproportionally high relative to the expectations others have of you.
Unless you’re in a very harsh culture, people are accepting of a few things.
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First, learning. People will accept your learning curve. In fact, it’s actually perpetual for most 
roles and assignments, and is almost always very steep for at least six months. People expect 
progress, not perfection.  People (increasingly) accept mistakes and learning which are all a part 
of innovation and change. So, “fail forward” and “fail faster.” Don’t be afraid to fail.

People are more accepting of change today than they were a few decades ago. It’s now 
considered constant – and with change comes some risk of failure and lessons learned.

Second, most people are fairly tolerant of human error.  Unforeseen circumstances, sudden 
roadblocks, occasional (though not constant) errors in judgment are normal. Most people watch 
for the pattern of the learning, the pattern of decision-making, the pattern of results – not the 
minutia.

So, when faced with bad news, why do so many executives try to mask the truth? Hide details in 
order to buy time to try to pull it out before the boss or other powerful stakeholders find out?
Because they are scared. They don’t trust the ‘system’ to understand, let alone help.  

And yet, we know that, with few exceptions, vulnerability yields trust. When leaders bring forth 
problems in a timely manner with openness and transparency, most people will lean in and help. 
Few will take that vulnerability and stab it through the heart. Some will, but you really don’t want 
to work for those people anyhow. 

If you bring a problem to upline leaders and they figure out that you’ve been sitting on the issue 
and allowing it to fester, however, you’re going to be treated much less generously. And rightfully 
so.

Bad news goes down more easily and with less resistance when it’s still news- no one appreciates 
a cover up.  
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Step-By-Step Roadmap to 
Navigate the Masters of Culture, 
Team, and Charter
The best assimilation strategies coalesce around the following 
three situational dichotomies. How well you can navigate these 
competing tensions will ultimately decide your outcomes. 

1. The Role of Culture: when to color inside the lines, 
and when not to.

Generally the longer you’re in role, the easier it is to color outside of the lines (or break cultural 
norms and get away with it).

Culture is compiled by Strategy, Structure, Systems, and Climates (climates being the aggregate 
leadership styles of the organization’s leaders). You primarily need to assess the leadership 
climates those above you create, as those are the most telling around what behaviors will be 
rewarded or punished. You only need to watch for a few characteristics.

First, tenure of legacy leaders. If length of service tends to be long, the culture will naturally be 
more resistant to change. We see this in privately held companies more so than in those that are 
publicly traded, but some public companies do have a large constituency of “lifers.”  

“Lifers” don’t have the cycles of learning gained from a handful of years at many different 
institutions. They haven’t had the opportunity to see what multiple versions of processes look 
like. They lack breadth in that way.

They lack the perspective to know both how good things can be and how bad things can be.   
They can underappreciate both – and that’s something only experience can teach you.
Lifers can be prideful, loyal, resentful of change, and leery of outsiders. They are genuine 



10 New-to-Role Executive Guidebook

skeptics. And they bear that right, because no one from the outside can compare to their 
contextual and historical knowledge.

They have unrivaled depth and context. So, they are a mixed blessing. Their hearts are almost 
always in their work and firm, not in the potential for their own personal gain. And there’s 
something to be said for that.

Contrast that with a startup, where everyone is new and change is constant and fast. There’s 
often not enough time for cultural standards to settle, let alone be optimized. There are fewer 
institutional structures in place to provide guidance for new problems, fewer “been there, done 
that” folks who can shepherd through difficult times.

People largely keep their heads down and grind it out. They hustle. They are scrappy. They are 
very open to change, but resistant to constraint or appeals to tradition.  They don’t know what 
they don’t know, and no one is necessarily there to tell them.

Contrast that with a moderate organization that is a mix of old and new – of moderate structure 
and freedom. Resistance in these organizations is experienced in pockets. Often, the longest 
service employees will retain pockets of long-tenure professionals, so it’s hit or miss as to what 
you’ll experience.  

In addition to varying openness to change, different cultures will value 
different behaviors and attitudes.

If a strong emphasis is on competition, the sentiment might be that every man is out for himself.  
If cooperation and a clear emphasis on shared objectives is the value expressed, severe conflict 
and personal agendas may be punished. I have seen cultures where throwing chairs is a way to 
effectively settle an argument, and I’ve worked in cultures where “aggressive conflict” is much 
more like a polite golf clap, complete with head nod.

There are cultures where it’s acceptable to do anything it takes to get ahead, and those that stay 
true to the adage that the customer experience is the sole driver for decision making.

In some organizations you can get ahead by taking credit for the ideas of others, and some in 
which developing others will make you more promotable. There’s Zappos’ cool.  There’s GE, 
where in the 80s they prided themselves on “eating their young”.
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Culture trickles down, and one person rarely puts much of a dent in it. So, know what the rules of 
engagement are and stay within the lines for a bit. Cultures can be ruthlessly competitive (brace 
yourself), passive aggressive (brush up on your organizational savvy quickly), collaborative (slow 
but pleasant), innovative (fast, chaotic, engaging), learning (static mindsets will not do well here), 
and more.

THE KEY IS TO LEARN WHAT GOES, AND TO LEARN IT QUICKLY.  
  
A few critical questions you should be asking stakeholders include:
   •   What do the best leaders do here that make them stand out in a good way?  
   •   What competencies quickly win the trust and respect of top leadership?
   •   What’s an easy mistake to make here?  Where are the landmines? 

No one will have all of the answers, and “the culture” is going to vary somewhat by business 
unit. But, if you ask enough people, you’ll start to gain insight into what’s valued, what will be 
tolerated, and what will simply cause you to fail to fit in.

If you can’t fit in “enough,” you will have two problems. First, you’ll likely fail to align enough 
stakeholders to move your agenda forward. Second, you may unknowingly make a “big mistake” 
that people just can’t get past out of ignorance. If they don’t fire you for it, they may isolate 
you from power, meaning you’ll flail until you self-select back out. It’s not ideal. Do your due 
diligence. Figure out the culture piece ASAP.

2. The State of the Team: what to do with a burnt-out or 
demoralized team, and how to capitalize on one that 
isn’t.

Consider a scenario where a function is in need of a complete turnaround. That means you’ll 
need to change everything, and fast.

This may or may not mean you need to change out your team, but if they have been on this little 
boat ride for some time, you can infer a few things around their state of morale.
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Think of it from their perspective: if you’re being “turned around”, that means you’ve been failing 
– perhaps for quite some time. Perhaps you’ve been through a boss, or two, or three, who all had 
a new idea of the direction for how to make things better, but only led to new ways to fail.

Then, your bright, shiny new boss comes in with yet another strategy for change.  She is probably 
not going to receive the warm enthusiastic reception she deserves.

The team is likely in a state of demoralization – weary of more change and lacking confidence 
in their own success, let alone in their shiny new boss. They’re thinking, of course: “Here we go 
again.”  

There are a few things to consider for a team like this. First, find and reward top talent. If there is 
any left, empower it, praise it, and reward it publicly.

Make your expectations very clear and easily understood. Focus your team on small change at 
first, because small wins become a big deal when you haven’t had any in a while.

Don’t be disingenuous, but do focus as much as possible on any small 
positive shift.

Take setbacks in stride. It’s ok to show a sense of urgency about things, but a cooler hand is 
better with a change-weary team. When you can start to see and hear their state of morale 
improve as they slowly gain trust in you, it will be easier to get them on board with more sweeping 
change.

The slow way is the fastest way with teams in this sad state.

Compare to that a team that is high off a big win. Perhaps they are high functioning, highly skilled, 
and have great chemistry. Or, maybe they just got really lucky.

Teams like this are a blast in some ways; it’s easy to challenge them, because their optimistic 
mindset allows them to be more open to change. Capitalize on that to build momentum quickly; 
convey your trust in their high potential to perform. 

But, balance that with the courage to challenging assumptions and keep the team from getting 
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too cocky. Suffering from groupthink is more likely on a team that’s had recent success. Keep 
watch for BS.  

Questions to be asking your team and others: 

   •   What have the last three years been like for you?
   •   Tell me what got us here?
   •   How would you describe the state or morale among your peers?
   •   Tell me what the past six months have been like?   

3. The State of the Business Strategy: how to know 
what your charter really is, and how much to let that 
drive your strategy.

There are too many executives who don’t really know their charter.  They know. But they don’t 
know, know.

Sometimes they know what the results should be, but they don’t know how long they have to 
achieve them.  Or, they know the effort is to maintain, but they don’t know to what extent. Can 
any optimization occur?

Too often, the business results expected are fuzzy. Don’t let that stand: ask for clarity.
If business results are vague, ask for specificity. Where accountabilities for you are unclear, press 
for specificity. Where stakeholders are unaligned, bring them into a room and ask questions for 
clarification, not for a trial.

Understanding how your success is being measured is tantamount to knowing how hard to drive 
your agenda. If you don’t know if your “turnaround” has 9 months, 12 months, or 18 months, then 
you can’t pace change correctly; there’s way too much ambiguity.

Ask. Know what the end result is, and then let that drive your strategy and people decisions. 
Don’t guess for fear of asking good questions. Know what the metrics of success are, and know 
the timelines of expectations. These are not just questions for the boss – the boss counts, but 
aligning expectations more broadly will ensure people are seeing the results that matter to them.
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There are times when a function is perceived as “perfect” – as in, someone did a really good job, 
got tapped for a promotion, and left something really great behind. In this case, the desire for and 
acceptance of change may be low.  

Here, a slow and steady “optimize” approach to change would be appropriate. Find ways to 
continually improve. Make room for innovation. Develop your people, and develop a successor. 
Develop your executive presence. Get your MBA.

Executives who desire to make a “big splash” will find this difficult, but it is what best serves the 
organization.  Creating change for the sake of making a splash is, ultimately, just creating noise. 
And, it can hurt your career as much as failing to turn around a function.

Know what the organization needs, do that, and trust that you will be recognized. Any opportunity 
(even maintenance ones) can benefit you, help you to develop your skills, and help you evolve in 
your career.

Reading the landscape correctly is more important than always getting to play the role of the 
“turnaround guy” or the “talent tyrant.”   

Important questions to ask:

   •   In your unique view, what should my top objectives be?
   •   How fast must change be perceived?
   •   In your view- how would you prioritize my objectives?
   •   What’s your view of my talent/ how is my function perceived?
   •   What have others in this role gone on to do?  
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Five Pressure-Tested Survival 
Tips
Handling the challenge without losing your mind: rock-solid advice 
taken straight from the trenches.

The following is advice offered from years of experience in executive assimilation. Take the time to 
consider each of these statements – doing so will give you a more accurate perspective and the 
confidence you need to succeed.

1. You’re not in this alone. You have to view your charter 
as an “us” thing.

That’s why you can’t afford to alienate stakeholders early on in your new role. You need them. And 
they need you to need them.

So, ask for help. Nothing conveys “I’m in this with you” better than being asked for input. Put your 
pride down. If you’re a male, put it down twice. And ask for help. Seek input. Empower SME’s. Find 
allies.

Others want to be needed, others want to be empowered, others want to feel powerful, and 
others want to come to the rescue. By playing the lone wolf, you deny them what they want most.
Don’t.  

2. They got the hire right.

When I took on the work of executive assimilation, my biggest concern was that they would give 
me an executive who was a terrible fit for the role – and that I’d be on the hook for their success. 
Talk about vulnerability.

Over time, I’ve found that most often, I’ve believed that higher-ups have put the right butt in the 
right seat.  But sometimes, I’ve thought that they were WAY off.



16 New-to-Role Executive Guidebook

And yet, we’ve still succeeded in making them all successful. Why?

Because a good assimilation strategy outweighs being the perfect fit for role. People that are a 
perfect fit for a role fail every day – half the time, actually. Smart people put you in your role. Trust 
them. Sometimes, being strategic is better than being the absolute perfect fit. 

3. Fear and ego are your enemies.

Coaching executives in this capacity has taught me a lot about fear- and ego-driven behavior.
People who are afraid to fail aim to prove themselves. But, if fear is driving your reactions, you 
aren’t functioning optimally. If you are using situations, people, decisions, or discussions to prove 
your worth, it will always work against you.

So, aim for something else – the higher good of your organization, its mission, its customer 
experience, your people’s advancement – anything other than fear or ego. Let a purpose beyond 
yourself be your guide, and you will fare better.

Be real, be transparent, and be open to collaboration. Share information. If the environment is so 
bad that you can’t avoid toxicity, you should rethink your desire to be successful there.  

4. Being thoughtful of how you treat other humans is 
now a critical competency.

In the dark ages, it didn’t matter how you treated people. No one got 360 feedback, engagement 
scores weren’t a thing, Glassdoor didn’t exist, and, if you could get results by being a jerk, your 
boss probably didn’t care.

Now, organizations have to care. Executive ready talent is harder to come by, transparency is 
heightened, and technology means anyone can know anything about you in three clicks, and still 
– as always – no one wants to work for a jerk.

You’re a human. Leading humans. Who have lives and problems, talents 
and shortcomings. As do you.
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Be thoughtful of them. Support them when and where you can, and they will take care of you 
tenfold. It’s the most under-leveraged business concept never written.  Make it your secret 
weapon.  

5. Attract the best talent.

I’ll make a distinction between “A-talent” and “C-talent” and assume you know the difference. To 
attract and retain the best talent after you’ve done your initial assessment and rejiggering of the 
team, strive to create a culture A-players thrive in.

A-players want autonomy. They want a voice. They want recognition, challenge, and visibility. 
They want to be given stretch goals and development opportunities. In short, they want to be 
maximized.

Make accountabilities clear, and hold a very high bar for yourself and for them. Be there when 
they need you. Provide appropriate air cover and feedback, and then get out of the way.
A-players thrive on bosses who do those things. And the right leader can turn a function that 
can’t attract talent into a destination function that A-players actively seek out.  

C-players, on the other hand, want to hide. They thrive in micromanaged environments; they 
don’t have the confidence to want to be accountable, because they can’t trust themselves and 
they don’t want to make the big decisions. They would rather execute.

Visibility makes them nervous; it requires too much vulnerability, and they fear being too 
exposed. They aren’t usually super excited about development, unless it’s fun. They may want 
the money and title that come next, but they aren’t super keen on doing the work it will take to 
get there.

Now, they are not bad people – a steady C-player is extremely valuable for some situations 
and roles. They are loyal. They provide continuity. They won’t be looking for a promotion in 12 
months. They have their place.

But if you want to create a “destination function” where top people want to work, lead your 
people the way A-players want to be led, and make C-players the strategic belay.
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Take The Next Steps to Thrive in 
Your New Role
We hope this guide has been useful to you as a firm foundation for 
assimilating well into your new role. But truly thriving may require 
unique adaptation to your situation.

Are you ready for a new approach to succeeding in a new role? We would love to hear from you. 
Nothing is more engaging to us than rich conversations about tough problems that need elegant 
solutions.

People issues? 

Cultural issues? Executive assimilation challenges? 

Teams not “teaming?” 

We can help.

Get in touch with us at www.bermesassociates.com 
or at 260-417-9204 to take the steps toward thriving in 
your first 6 months and beyond.

  


