
arge organizations have a tendency to promote 
emerging talent based on an individualïs ability 
to manage up effectively. Through great execu-

tive presence and superb presentation skills, up-and-
coming go-getters cast a spell on senior leaders that 
leaves them blind to any potential weaknesses. Then, 
soon after the promotion, the ìPeter Principleí rears 
its ugly head. Named after author Dr. Laurence Peter, 
it holds that ìin a hierarchy, every employee tends to 
rise to his level of incompetence.í Suddenly, the new 
executiveïs responsibilities have doubled with three 
times as many direct reports, and the individual is 
scrambling to catch up to a level for which he or she 
was woefully unprepared. To make matters worse, the 
promotion has created dissatisfaction among former 
peers who contributed to his or her success and were, 
in fact equally, if not more deserving of advancement.  
 How can senior leaders break the spell and assess 
emerging talent more realistically for more successful 
promotions?

 ìSome organizations promote based on îwinning 
the beauty contest,ïí says Devon Scheef, Co-founder 
of The Learning Caf®, a Westlake Village, CA-based 
leadership development company that specializes in 
helping emerging leaders be successful. ìA candidate 
looks good and presents himself or herself in a way 
that appears superior on the surface. Then, soon  
after the promotion, fatal cracks begin to appear in 
the veneer.í
  Here is a typical example. As a director in the phar-
maceutical industry, Sheila successfully completed 
a number of tough assignments and was promoted 
to VP to manage the largest undertaking of change 
management in the corporationïs history. Her pre-
sentations to the senior executive team had been so 
outstanding and convinced them of her stellar results 
throughout her organization. However, a thorough ob-
jective analysis and interviews with peers would have 
revealed that she was a very poor project manager, a 
poor manager of people, avoided conùict and was risk 
averse. In the short term, through her well-developed 
executive presence, she convinced superiors she was 
successfully managing her new assignment. However, 
after 90 days, they began to see the areas in which 
she needed to be strongest were in fact her weakest. 

Her inability to manage people or projects in a timely 
manner was soon costing the company millions. 

 How can such promotion disasters be avoided? The 
ørst step is to assess a high potential individual in an 
objective, dispassionate manner that identiøes both 
strengths and opportunities for development. ìSome-
times new executives donït realize that what made 
them successful in the past will not necessarily lead 
to success at their new level,í says James Peal, Presi-
dent of Oakland, CA-based Peal Consulting Group, a 
ørm that specializes in keynote speaking, executive 
coaching and team and organizational development.  
 ìParticularly, those who are promoted based on tech-
nical expertise sometimes lack people management 
skills. As a VP, they may attempt to manage directors 
in the same way they managed managers as a direc-
tor, when in reality it requires a very different skill set. 
Some new VPs get in trouble with their team because 
they donït realize the power of their word. For example, 
direct reports may act on a perceived directive when in 
fact the boss was only thinking out loud.í
 In assessing an individualïs true capabilities, 360Ĕ 
feedback is an invaluable tool. The key is to also inter-
view people who are two levels below the individual. 
While direct reports might fall in line with a boss who 
manages up well, if you go one level further below 
you often get more candor as well as ìthe word on the 
street.í Moreover, because the new executive is going 
to be a leader of people more broadly, the way they are 
perceived several levels below in the organization may 
spell the difference between success and failure. 
 Once opportunities for skill building have been iden-
tiøed, have the individual commit to a plan for long-
term professional development. Such a plan might 
include: 

 Executive education. Short-term university 
 programs are excellent preparation, but donït forget  
 to put learning into practice by giving individuals  
 stretch assignments that force them to leave their  
 comfort zone to take on incrementally tougher  
 tasks. 

 Formal coursework. ìSometimes critical subject  
 area expertise is lacking,í says Scheef. For 
  example, take the case of an individual who  
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  lacks sales experience, and yet is promoted  
  to VP of sales by superiors who want to give  
  him or her exposure to a new role. The good  
  news, according to Scheef, is that these  
  deøciencies are easily remedied with formal  
  classroom study.
 
  Coaching and mentoring.  ìSuperiors often  
  assume that a new VP will automatically know  
  how to operate successfully at that level,í says  
  Peal. ìThey neglect giving them the orientation  
  or mentoring they need to understand the new  
  rules of the game.í One-on-one coaching and  
  mentoring are particularly valuable tools in  
  developing the vital skills of motivating and  
  inspiring others. 

  Test roles. Scheef suggests giving high potential  
  individuals test roles in advance of promotion.  
  ìFor example, have them manage an unproøtable  
  department where they can learn to make tough  
  decisions before promoting them to VP of a  
  failing division,í she suggests. 

 As future executives embark on development pro-
grams, make no promises of a speciøc executive posi-
tion. Instead, assure them their efforts will be reward-
ed, but caution them that there are no guarantees of 
the desired big promotion. Finally, keep the advance-
ment process competitive by identifying and develop-
ing all similarly talented individuals, not just one who 
happens to stand out. The goal is to promote the most 
highly qualiøed person, not the most popular one.

 Bill was a director in the automotive industry whose 
excellent performance and great people management 
skills attracted the attention of senior leaders. When 
he was approached for a well-deserved promotion, 
Bill declined. He stated that he could add far more 
value in his current position if senior leadership were 
to broaden the scope of his current responsibilities.  
A plan was developed to increase Billïs responsibilities 
incrementally while paying him executive compensa-
tion until he is truly ready to be a VP. Billïs realistic 
assessment of his strengths and developmental op-
portunities, along with proactive planning in coopera-
tion with superiors, laid the solid foundation that will 
ensure his future growth and success. 
 The most successful leaders are strategic in their 
approach to advancement as well as in their ap-
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proach to a new role. ìThe most successful leaders 
observe and learn before they begin to make chang-
es in a new position,í says Peal. ìThose who jump in 
and immediately engage tend to run into trouble, par-
ticularly when they donït pay attention to the signals  
people are giving them. Another best practice in a new  
position is to get a sense of everyoneïs communication 
styles, as well as communicating oneïs own preferred 
style. It shortens the time people spend up front trying 
to øgure out a new boss.í
 For new executives who ønd themselves ùounder-
ing, Scheef suggests learning style ùexibility as a criti-
cal tool. ìMost of us learn in one of three ways,í she 
explains, ìfrom information, such as books; from peo-
ple who share expertise and experience; or by taking 
action. A uni-dimensional learner may need to draw 
on new ways to learn. For instance, if a new VP has 
always learned through action, which is now leading 
to failure, the key may be to become a people learn-
er, as by establishing a dialog with more experienced 
peers.í
 Building peer relationships is critical for talent at 
any level. As people advance in the organization, cur-
rent peers will eventually be peers at a higher level. 
Wonït it be better to have teammates rather than  
opponents when one is running the ship? For similar 
reasons, smart executives build positive relationships 
with direct reports. They know that true success is 
built on a foundation of success of the people below. 
As they champion their teamïs successes and highlight 
its accomplishments, they create undying loyalty. 

 When a dynamic young manager waves a magic 
wand that leaves everyone charmed and enchanted, 
donït lose control. First, evaluate the individualïs  
entire repertoire ê not just technical abilities, but partic-
ularly leadership and people skills ê through objective  
assessments. Then, create a realistic development plan 
for the promising individual as well as for his or her 
high-potential peers that is part of a comprehensive 
succession planning process to build bench strength 
in the organization. From the emerging leaderïs point 
of view, the temptation to jump on a promotion may 
be almost irresistible. But remember that rushing  
up the ladder too quickly may end in a fall from the 
top. A more long-term, strategic approach to career 
development, even if apparently slower in the short 
term, is a more certain way to long-term, sustainable 
success. n


