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A deep bench built for yesterday’s roles produces false confidence. Depth 
is easy to count and reassuring to look at. Relevance is the thing that decides 
whether continuity holds. 
 
AI and shifting strategy keep changing what “ready” means. Succession 
planning must prepare leaders for roles that are evolving in real time, not simply 
replace leaders in roles as they exist today. A pipeline must be recalibrated as 
fast as the definition moves. 
 
Most pipelines assume readiness and never prove it. Proof means testing a 
person against the scale, ambiguity, complexity and decision-making demands 
future roles will demand. 
 
When continuity is everyone’s responsibility, no one owns getting a named 
successor ready. This is the most common point of failure. Someone must own 
developing, testing and preparing leaders for future demands. 
 
Most organizations measure how fast a seat fills and stop there. The harder 
question goes unanswered: whether performance holds after the handover. So 
the failure stays invisible. The seat fills, the metric looks healthy and the shortfall 
stays buried until it becomes a business risk. 
 
Future leadership will require capabilities that many succession systems do not 
measure today. As AI assumes more responsibility for analysis and information 
processing, leadership value increasingly shifts toward judgment, systems 
thinking, learning agility, ethical decision-making, change leadership, trust 
building, and the ability to lead human-AI work systems.

01

02

03

04

05

06

The real succession question is no longer “Who is ready 
next?”. It is “Ready for what?”. Organizations that answer 
that question will build leadership pipelines for the future. 
Those that do not risk developing successors for roles that 
are already disappearing.

AI, shifting business models, evolving workforce 
expectations, and increasing governance demands are 
redefining leadership itself. Succession planning can no 
longer focus on replacing leaders. It must determine who 
can succeed in the next version of the role.
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Many organizations confuse a full bench 
with a ready one. They count names, track 
how fast seats fill and feel covered. Beyond 
the very top seats, many don’t have that 
depth at all. And even where they do, the 
bench can still fail on relevance: whether 
the people in line can do the job that is 
coming, when most have been prepared  
for the job that exists today.

Executive brief



Why now? 

I’ve sat in executive succession discussions where 
leaders passionately advocated for people they had 
sponsored, developed, and watched grow over many years. 
Understandably so. Those discussions often focus on who has 
delivered results, who has earned the opportunity, and how 
a succession decision might affect someone’s career. In our 
current environment of constant change, what is often missing 
from the discussion is whether the role itself will require 
something different to meet demands of the future.

That question has become harder to ignore. AI is not simply 
changing the environment leaders operate within. It is changing 
the leadership role itself. As technology assumes more 
responsibility for analysis, reporting and prediction, leadership 
value increasingly shifts toward judgment, coaching, 
influence, systems thinking, ethical oversight and navigating 
uncertainty. The challenge for succession planning is no longer 
determining who can step into today’s role. It is determining 
who can succeed in the next version of it. 
 
In my experience, the organizations that get succession right 
spend as much time discussing the future operating model 
as they do discussing potential successors. They ask how 
the business is changing, what leadership will be required to 
execute that strategy, and which capabilities will matter most in 
the years ahead. 

Jeanie Cole 
Leadership, Talent & Culture Practice Director 
The Adecco Group

That is why this Executive Brief starts with a different 
question. Not simply Who’s next? Not even Who’s ready?

The question is Ready for what?

The answer requires more than naming successors. It 
requires understanding which roles matter most to future 
strategy, testing and developing readiness instead of 
assuming it, identifying talent that may be missing from 
the pipeline, and deliberately preparing leaders for the 
challenges they are likely to inherit, not the ones their 
predecessors faced.

Because in the end, a deep bench is only valuable if it is 
relevant to the future.

After 25 years in talent leadership and 
human capital consulting, and a decade 
working closely with senior leadership 
teams, I have learned that succession 
is not another talent process. It is 
personal, political, and deeply tied to 
trust, legacy, and judgment. 
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A succession plan tells you who is on the chart. It says 
nothing about whether they can do the job that is coming. 
The distance between visibility and readiness is where 
continuity breaks.

Names and labels create a feeling of organizational 
security. A plan built around today’s role and reviewed once 
a year looks complete on paper, then begins to decay the 
moment strategy moves. The more names sit on the chart, 
the safer it looks, and the harder the real problem becomes 
to see: those people may be ready for the role as it was, 
while the role expectations have evolved. That is false 
confidence and it carries more risk than an obviously thin 
bench, because no one thinks to look for the gaps.

Before fixing the pipeline, leaders need an honest read  
on where they stand today regarding their strategy, how 
roles need to evolve, and the gap in their leadership for 
skills of the future.

of senior leaders say their 
organisation has a clear 
definition of succession 
management.1

of workers' core skills will be 
obsolete or transformed by 2030. 
A leadership pipeline built against 
today's role definitions is built 
against a moving target.2

of CHROs say their workforce strategy 
cannot keep pace with disruption and 
change, making it critical to plan now 
for the leaders your organisation will 
need next.3

$ 1 trillion 
a year.   

38% 

39% That's how much poor CEO and 
C-suite succession planning 
costs S&P 1500 companies in 
lost market value.4

Only  

42%

1.	 Effective Succession Management 	   	
           Report, Corporate Research Forum, 2023

2.	 The Future of Jobs Report, World     	    	
           Economic Forum, 2025

3.	 Business Leaders Research, The Adecco  	
           Group, 2026

4.	 The High Cost of Poor Succession 	    
           Planning, Harvard Business Review, 2021

As organizations rethink succession for 
a faster changing world, the greatest 
opportunity lies between identifying future 
leaders and preparing them for the realities 
of leadership before the role is theirs.”

Rachelle Zhang 
Global Head of ICEO Mentoring, LHH

4

Advisory 	 Building leadership continuity in step with strategy

The readiness illusion
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Low Strategic Relevance / High Proven ReadinessLow Strategic Relevance / Low Proven Readiness

The people you have are genuinely ready 
for what’s next, but there are too few. One 
departure and you’re exposed.

Identified successors with tested readiness for 
the future role. Leadership can change without 
performance dropping. This is the goal.

Plenty of names on the chart, but they’re ready 
for the role as it was, not as it will be. It looks 
safe, so the real risk goes unseen.

Few successors and no evidence the ones you 
have are ready for the future. Precarious, but 
usually the most honest starting point.

One ready successor and 
silence when you ask who else.

A succession plan that hasn’t 
moved since the strategy did.

Two-deep for every critical role, but proven 
ready for the old shape of the role.

Three CFO successors, each  
tested in a real downturn.

Example

Example Example

Example

Concentrated Future-ready Where you want to be

False confidenceExposed

Most succession conversations focus on how many 
successors exist for critical roles. This framework adds 
a second, equally important dimension: whether those 
successors have demonstrated readiness for where the 
role is heading next. It provides a practical way to assess 
the health of a succession pipeline by looking at both 
strategic relevance and proven readiness. 

Strong bench, or just a full one?

Use it to pressure-test your current position, identify where 
the greatest succession risk sits, and determine where 
investment is needed. When an organization has put more 
rigor on assessing readiness, they can then determine 
which leaders they need to develop and how specifically 
to develop them. The goal is to build a future-ready bench 
with sufficient depth and proven readiness to sustain 
performance as leadership changes. 

Drawing on my experience across senior 
talent roles, succession planning should be 
evaluated by the strength of the evidence 
that the right leaders are being prepared for 
the roles the strategy will require next.”

Darren Philpott 
VP, Workforce Strategy & Innovation, Advisory 
The Adecco Group
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What succession plans miss
A plan makes the bench visible. Being 
named on a chart and being ready for 
the role are different things. Built around 
today’s role and run once a year, a plan 
leaves the same six blind spots in place.

Who’s missing. Slates get built in the incumbent’s image, so similarity bias narrows the field before 
assessment even starts. During transformation, organizations often need a different profile of leader. 
You cannot ready people you never considered.

What’s missing. Organizations create a leadership framework that is used to assess potential and 
readiness, however that framework is not updated regularly to reflect shifting business needs. 
Skills such as systems thinking, AI-human collaboration, and leading through ambiguity may be 
underrepresented in assessment criteria despite becoming increasingly important for future 
leadership roles.

Readiness assumed, never tested. “Ready” gets awarded on tenure, past performance, and 
perception, without testing the person against what the role of future will demand. Readiness is 
the demonstrated ability to succeed in the future version of the role, based on the capabilities, 
experiences, judgment, and leadership capacity required to deliver the strategy.

Potential left undefined. Almost everyone assesses “potential,” the capability to assume broader, 
more complex leadership responsibilities. Far fewer define potential for what. Without an agreed 
definition drawn from the business strategy, each leader scores against a private picture of “next” and 
the pool drifts back toward the old, narrow profile. In a changing environment, potential is increasingly 
reflected in a person’s ability to learn, adapt, and lead through ambiguity.

The profile is the outgoing leader. Plans ask “who could replace this person?” instead of “what must 
this role deliver next and is it still needed in this form?” Choosing in the incumbent’s image feels safe 
and reproduces the past. Organizations need to identify the leadership capabilities that will matter 
next, not simply replicate the strengths that mattered before.

The transition is left to chance. Naming a successor is where the real work begins. Three risks then 
go unmanaged: strong candidates who were passed over and leave, names with no development 
behind them and a new leader dropped into the role with no structured support. Succession most 
often fails here, in how ineffectively the chosen leader and remaining leaders are set up to succeed.
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of senior leaders use a 
defined high-potential 
framework in their 
succession process.2

Only 

26% 

1 in 3 leaders still 
have no documented 
succession plan for 
their own role.1

Nearly 

1 in 3 

1.	 View from the C-Suite, LHH, 2025

2.	 Effective Succession   

           Management Report, Corporate  

           Research Forum, 2023
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From Succession Plan to 
Leadership Continuity System

A succession plan reflects today’s 
priorities. A leadership continuity system 
ensures the organization can adapt as 
strategy shifts and future leadership needs 
change. Our model turns succession from 
an annual event into a connected loop of 
four stages. The first two stages operate 
at the organization level: designing the 
architecture and understanding the health 
of the pipeline. The second two operate at 
the individual level: accelerating readiness 
and supporting leaders into role. 

The loop matters as much as the stages. Every time 
strategy, roles, technology, markets, or leadership 
conditions change, the system must recalibrate. 

The most important pipeline questions may be “who 
is missing?” and “how have we tested readiness?”. 
This insight will help you to determine where you build 
internally, when you look externally, and where you need 
contingency coverage.

The true test of succession planning relies 
on the monitoring of the successor’s 
performance over a period of time after 
they’ve taken the role, not just putting 
someone’s name in a box on an org chart.”

Marion Gamel 
EZRAx Master Coach 
EZRA
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•	Maturity audit
•	Critical roles
•	Set governance
•	Clarify cadence
•	Decision criteria
•	Business owner
•	Emergency 

coverage plan

•	Future profiles
•	Potential for what
•	Review pipeline
•	Who’s in the pool
•	Who’s missing
•	Readiness gaps
•	Evidence-based 

readiness

•	Targeted journeys
•	Coaching
•	Executive mentoring
•	Exposure
•	Mobility
•	Stretch roles
•	Retention (not 

chosen)

•	Pre-start alignment
•	Stakeholder 

alignment
•	Team operating 

rhythm
•	Executive mentoring
•	First 180 days

Architect Activate

organization level individual level

Accelerate Transition

Design the system, 
decision rights and 
accountability

See who is ready 
and what evidence 
supports it

Build readiness 
before it’s needed

Accelerate impact  
in the new role

RECALIBRATE

Triggered by strategy shifts, role changes, M&A, AI adoption, market 
disruption, executive movement, or performance risk.

Measure continuity by readiness, 
movement, retention and transition 
impact, not just names on a chart.

8

Advisory 	 Building leadership continuity in step with strategy



Recommendations for 
organizations

A succession plan can  
tell you who is next.  
A leadership continuity 
system tells you who is 
ready, who is missing, and 
what must happen before 
the business needs them. 

Redefine critical roles around the future strategy. Start with what each 
critical role must deliver over the next two to three years: the decisions 
it will own, the complexity it will face, how AI and the market will reshape 
it. Then ask whether it is still needed in the same form. Begin the analysis 
from where the role is heading, before you weigh who holds it today.

Build leadership profiles for the next version of the role, not the current 
one. Refresh success criteria regularly to reflect changing business 
priorities, evolving leadership demands, and the capabilities required for 
future success.

Build readiness and protect the broader pipeline. Accelerate priority 
successors before the business needs them through targeted experiences 
(such as coaching, executive mentoring, training, stretch assignments etc.) 
and transition support. At the same time, manage the retention risk among 
strong candidates who were passed over.

Name an owner and set a recalibration rhythm. Make one business leader 
accountable for each critical role’s readiness and re-peg the pipeline to 
strategy on a set rhythm and on trigger events: a strategy refresh, M&A, 
an AI-driven role redesign. This is what makes “in step with strategy” real, 
turning “continuous” from a claim into a discipline.

Prioritize the roles where leadership gaps would create the greatest 
enterprise risk. Find the few positions where a sudden vacancy, weak 
transition, or readiness gap would most affect strategy, value creation 
or continuity, and concentrate investment there rather than spreading it 
evenly. Bear in mind these are not automatically the most senior roles.

Test readiness, don’t assume it. A name on a chart signals potential. 
Readiness is something you prove. Redefine it as capability, exposure 
and the ability to decide under scale, ambiguity and pressure, measured 
against the future role. Then test for it: objective assessment, simulated 
decisions and structured stretch.
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To move from succession planning to leadership continuity, 
executive teams should start with six practical moves:
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Pressure-test your 
succession confidence

Do you know whether your pipeline is built for the business 
you are becoming? 

As AI, shifting strategies, and new workforce expectations 
reshape leadership, organizations must prepare successors 
for roles that are evolving in real time. The most important 
question is no longer who is ready next. It is ready for what.

Advisory helps executive teams move from succession 
planning to a leadership continuity system by assessing 
current succession architecture, defining future-critical roles, 
testing readiness, identifying who is missing, and building the 
development and transition support leaders need to succeed. 
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The Adecco Group is the world’s leading talent 
and technology expertise company. Our purpose is 
making the future work for everyone. Through our 
three global business units - Adecco, Akkodis and 
LHH - across 60 countries, we enable sustainable and 
lifelong employability for individuals, deliver digital and 
engineering solutions to power transformation and 
empower organizations to optimize their workforces. 
 
Our Advisory practice works with executives to solve 
complex business challenges by aligning workforce, 
organization, transformation, and leadership strategies 
with the future needs of the business.

© 2026, Adecco Group AG

 
 
Jeanie Cole 
Leadership, Talent &  
Culture Practice Director 
Jeanie.Cole@Adecco.com 

Jeanie Cole works with organizations 
navigating leadership, talent and 
culture transformation challenges. 
If you’d like to discuss the themes 
explored in this executive brief, 
connect with Jeanie on LinkedIn. 
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