



Succession Planning That Works

The demographics don’t lie. Statistics Canada says the numbers of retirement-aged Canadians in the workforce will continue to increase and in less than 10 years about one in five people in the workforce will be aged 55 to 64. That means that Canada will have more people at the age where they can leave the labour force than people at the age where they can begin working. For Canadian employers it also means that a lot of their senior and most experienced staff will be heading off to their well-deserved retirement taking an awful lost of expertise and corporate knowledge with them.

That is why almost every organization, large and small is working on their own succession plan. Without one the talent loss that is looming may cause irreparable damage to their business and their future. But it’s not good to just have any succession plan, companies and organizations need a succession plan that works.

Good succession planning starts as usual with a vision and direction from the top. The CEO and senior executives should recognize the need for succession planning and provide directions to a team that should include human resource experts to develop a road map that will build a solid succession plan. One of their first tasks should be to determine which positions the company needs to consider under the succession plan. Some organizations just consider executive or senior positions but with the tightness of the labour market today many others are looking at the gaps they will experience in all of their workforce including skilled trades, technical staff, middle management and the executive suite.
They can identify their needs by reviewing the latest organization chart that includes key staff and their expected retirement dates. They should check with these employees and see what their current plans might be and if there is a possibility that they might continue past their retirement date and under what circumstances that might be possible. For many people working longer is an option they may consider if they are allowed greater flexibility in their working hours or even in the scope of their assignments. This will also give the organization a little more time to get ready for their retirement and maybe to even include them in training their replacement.

Once the key positions are identified and a timeframe established a plan of action should be developed to ensure that these positions can be filled as close as possible to the projected retirement date. This should include a variety of strategies but the best place to look for people to replace retiring workers is inside the organization or company itself. Each employee of the organization should be profiled and interviewed so that their potential growth within the company can be established and a plan to develop them can be laid out.

Organizations who have undertaken this step often create pools of candidates with high potential that they mentor, train and develop to be the next generation of supervisors, managers, and top leaders of the enterprise. This plan should include the active involvement of the current incumbents of these positions who will be tasked with helping these employees grow to the next level and to share their corporate knowledge and expertise with them. If the positions are at the most senior level the CEO and/or the Board of Directors should approve the selection of this pool of potential leaders and can also be asked to support them as they undertake their new learning responsibilities.

Successful succession plans are often the most simple to implement and there is usually no need to develop complex matrixes or strategies. Identify what you need and then implement a plan to achieve that goal. They also have broad support throughout the organization, not just from the top, but from the entire management cadre, and the general staff body if that is possible. The human resources section can take the lead in developing a plan or guiding the succession plan team but without general support from all levels in the organization they could become isolated and thereby less effective in delivered the program.


There also needs to be a system in place to ensure accountability, that elements in the succession action plan are carried out and that there is a measurement strategy in place to track the success of the program. It’s may be never too early to start a succession plan but as many organizations have found out at their peril, it can certainly be too late. 
