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5 STAGES OF BUILDING TOWARDS A 
LEADERSHIP TRANSITION

Healthcare leadership transitions 
have been on the rise, and it is 
likely the trend will continue. AMN 
Healthcare’s leadership survey 

indicates that nearly 66% of respondents 
intend to seek a new leadership position 
within the next twelve months.1 Leadership 
transitions are critical moments in any 
organization's lifecycle, yet nearly half of 
them fail.2 How organizations prepare for 
and manage leadership transitions can 
either propel the organization forward (if 
handled well) or lead to significant setbacks 
(if handled ineffectively).

Often, transitions focus exclusively on the 
search for the leader, sometimes extending to the onboarding process. While the search and onboarding are critical, we 
find that the most effective leadership transitions take a more holistic approach to help stabilize the organization, maintain 
employee morale, and drive long-term success. This approach takes a systems lens, thinking not only about the new 
leader but also an assessment of the organization and its readiness for the transition. 

This article explores five key stages of building towards a successful leadership transition. 

STAGE 1: PREPARATION

Communicate Vision and Expectations

Being clear about the process, timeline, and stakeholder involvement and continuously communicating expectations for the 
transition process is key to maintaining transparency and trust during what can be an anxious time for the organization.

Assess the Strategic and Organizational Context

Leadership transitions are closely intertwined with strategy. The strategic direction and the characteristics and skills needed 
to advance the desired future state should inform the development of the job profile, search process, and selection of the 
organization’s next leader.3 It is important to consider:

• To what extent is the board aligned on the future vision and strategy?

• How willing and to what extent is the board prepared to shift direction?

• Are the board, leadership team, and staff on the same page about:

 ° the organization’s most important strengths

 ° significant challenges and opportunities facing the organization

 ° the potential risks inherent in transitions?

• What might be needed in a new leader?

                 Source: Bigstock

https://www.bigstockphoto.com/image-318416887/stock-photo-two-groups-of-people-are-separated-by-a-career-ladder-promotion-and-career-advancement-transition
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Who informs the answers to these questions is also important. Organizations will have different 
norms and expectations about how wide a net to cast. For instance, a health system may 
invite the board and key leaders to weigh in, while a health foundation may want to include its 
staff, community partners, grantees, and others. Consider external stakeholders who can be 
“friendly skeptics” who know enough about the organization to share helpful insights about 
both the incoming leader and the organization as it prepares for entry.  

Perhaps the most important (and often missing) part of the assessment is using it to ensure 
the board has a shared point of view about what is needed to move forward. If individual board 
members have different ideas about what is important in a new leader or the needs of the 
organization, it becomes difficult to align on a candidate and fully prepare the organization to 
welcome its next leader. 

STAGE 2: CONDUCT THE SEARCH

It is just as important to choose the right search firm as it is to select the right leader. We often 
support the search committee to develop and manage the process of evaluating and selecting 
search firms to find the best fit.

Once selected, the search firm can use the data gathered from the organizational assessment 
to define the role and responsibilities, creating a detailed job description and search strategy. 
This strategy should include a process for evaluating candidates to ensure they align with the 
organization’s values and strategic needs. 

STAGE 3: CONSIDER ORGANIZATIONAL READINESS

As the search is conducted, part of ensuring the success of the leadership transition is, 
as one of our clients said, “readying the house for sale.” This process goes deeper than 
removing clutter and staging furniture — it peels back the curtain and explores any findings 
around talent, organizational structure, culture, and operations. This process should lead 
to an implementation plan for matters that could be resolved before the incoming leader’s 
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entry, what matters should benefit from their thinking and input upon entry, and what can be addressed later. It is critical 
the implementation plan be oriented to helping leaders and staff anticipate and guide change, as opposed to articulating 
operational steps alone. 

STAGE 4: DEVELOP AN ONBOARDING PLAN

A well-crafted onboarding plan considers the organization's needs and the incoming leader's preferences for learning 
about the organization. The goals set for onboarding should guide what to include in onboarding manuals — information 
and experiences that will be most impactful, such as unit descriptions, priorities, and key conversations — and who will be 
responsible for which parts. Up to this point, the board would have largely been managing the search process, but it will 
now need more support from the leadership and staff to implement the onboarding plan. 

STAGE 5: EMPOWER AND SUPPORT THE NEW LEADER FOR A SUCCESSFUL ENTRY

Align on Metrics of Success

To empower the new leader, it is crucial to establish a way for the board to evaluate the new leader’s progress and provide 
feedback and support. This helps set clear expectations and provides a roadmap for the new leader's initial months on the 
job.

Develop a Transition Plan

The final stage of the process is developing and preparing to implement a transition plan that outlines key activities and 
priorities for the first year. We sometimes break the plan into the first 30 days, 90 days, six months, and 12 months. It 
will be important to consider the objectives of the transition plan, which will ensure success for the new leader and the 
organization. Those preparing the plan, in partnership with the incoming leader, might consider:

• What should be the balance of time spent on different priorities?

• How much time should be spent internally before venturing outside of the organization?

• What relationships should be prioritized, and who should maintain them?

Effective leadership transitions require careful planning, communication, and support throughout the process. By following 
these five stages, organizations can set themselves up for success during leadership change.
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