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Moving into a new leadership position is one 
of the toughest challenges an executive can 
face. Nearly half of new leaders fail in their 
first eighteen months. Often, that failure is the 
result of crucial mistakes made in the first 100 
days. If that happens to you, your first 100 
days on the job could be your last. 

Whether you’re a veteran leader taking over 
a new organization or a novice moving into 
your first leadership role, this practical guide 
will help you manage your leadership transi-
tion so you can take charge, build your team, 
and deliver results. The New Leader’s 100-Day 
Action Plan, Second Edition presents proven 
solutions and cutting-edge techniques for get-
ting started successfully in your new role.

You’ll find a comprehensive, easy-to-follow 
plan that comes with real-world examples, 
downloadable forms and worksheets, and 
other handy resources. You’ll master your new 
job—and the art of leadership—with proven 
tools and techniques for:

•  Making a powerful first impression on your 
first official day

•  Turning key stakeholders and direct reports 
into your allies

• Building your new team with early wins
•  Fitting into a new corporate culture—and 

shaping its evolution
•  Creating, communicating, and implementing 

a new strategic direction
• Avoiding common mistakes and pitfalls
•  Building loyalty, trust, and commitment 

with new colleagues

This expanded edition includes new resources, 
updates on today’s technology and global 
business environment, and three new chapters 
that show you how to position yourself to be 
offered new leadership roles, land them, and 
stay successful after your first 100 days. This 
is the ultimate guide to getting ahead—and 
staying there.
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“What a book! New and experienced managers at every level will ‘fl y’ with this 
programmed learning.”

—Th e Honorable Bruce S. Gelb, former Ambassador to Belgium; 
former vice chairman, Bristol-Myers Squibb; former president, Clairol

“I love this book and wish I had read it before stepping into my current leadership 
role. It provides a practical and indispensable road map to success that will help 
new leaders stack the odds in their favor. Read it and don’t be among the forty 
percent of leaders who fail in the fi rst eighteen months.”

—Sandy Rogers, former marketing manager, Procter & Gamble 
and Apple Computer; former senior vice president, 

Corporate Strategy, Enterprise Rent-A-Car

“Th e New Leader’s 100-Day Action Plan off ers a comprehensive architecture with 
practical tools and techniques for new leaders to follow. I believe that leaders who 
utilize the advice from this book will have demonstrative business and culture-
building results.”

—Joe Bonito, Vice President, Organizational Development, 
Coach Inc.; former vice president, Pfi zer

“One of the most basic yet comprehensive books I’ve read regarding the dos and 
don’ts of a successful on-boarding process. A must-read for all aspiring business 
leaders, from fi rst-time CEOs to executives at every level of the organization. 
Also a great tool for human resources and talent management executives.”

—Joe Griesedieck, former CEO, Spencer Stuart; 
Vice Chairman, Korn/Ferry International
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“What a book! New and experienced managers at every level will “fly” 
with this programmed learning.”

—Bruce S. Gelb, President, Clairol; Vice Chairman, 
Bristol Myers; U.S. Ambassador to Belgium (retired)

“I love this book and wish I had read it earlier in my career! Going 
into a new leadership role? Don’t be among the 40 percent who fail in 
the first 18 months. Stack the odds in your favor with this practical 
and indispensable road map to success!”

—Sandy Rogers, former Senior Vice President, 
Corporate Strategy, Enterprise Rent-A-Car and, 

former Marketing Manager, Procter & Gamble and Apple Computer 

“The New Leader’s 100-Day Action Plan offers a comprehensive archi-
tecture with practical tools and techniques for new leaders to follow. 
I believe that leaders who utilize the advice from this book will have 
demonstrative business and cultural building results.”

—Joe Bonito, Vice President, 
Global Leadership Effectiveness, Pfizer

“One of the most basic yet comprehensive books I’ve read regarding 
the dos and don’ts of a successful onboarding process. A must read 
for all aspiring business leaders, from first-time CEOs to executives at 
every level of the organization. Also a great tool for human resources 
and talent management executives.”

—Joe Griesedieck, Vice Chairman, 
Korn/Ferry Executive Search

ffirs.indd   iffirs.indd   i 12/20/08   9:58:42 AM12/20/08   9:58:42 AM



The New Leader’s
100-Day Action Plan

How to Take Charge, Build Your Team, 
and Get Immediate Results

S E C O N D E D I T I O N

G E O R G E  B . B R A D T

J AY M E  A . C H E C K

J O R G E  E . P E D R A Z A

John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

ffirs.indd   vffirs.indd   v 12/20/08   9:58:44 AM12/20/08   9:58:44 AM



Copyright © 2009 by George B. Bradt, Jayme A. Check, and Jorge E. Pedraza. All 
rights reserved.

Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey
Published simultaneously in Canada.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,  photocopying, 
recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 
108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written 
 permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the  appropriate 
per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, 
Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600, or on the web at www
.copyright.com. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to 
the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, 
NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley
.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have 
used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations 
or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of 
this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability 
or  fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended 
by sales representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies 
 contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with 
a  professional where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable 
for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited 
to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

For general information on our other products and services or for  technical 
 support, please contact our Customer Care Department within the United States 
at (800) 762-2974, outside the United States at (317) 572-3993 or fax (317) 
572-4002.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some  content 
that appears in print may not be available in electronic books. For more 
 information about Wiley products, visit our web site at www.wiley.com.

ISBN: 978-0-470-40703-5

Printed in the United States of America.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

ffirs.indd   viffirs.indd   vi 12/20/08   9:58:55 AM12/20/08   9:58:55 AM

www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions


vii

Acknowledgments xi

Introduction  An Executive Summary of the 
Onboarding Process xiii

 Figure I.1 Core Frameworks, xvi

PA RT  I
CREATE YOUR NEW LEADERSHIP ROLE

CHAPTER 1  Position Yourself for a New Leadership 
Role or Promotion 3

 Tool 1.1 Five-Step Career Plan (Downloadable), 8

CHAPTER 2  Sell before You Buy: Answer the Only Three 
Interview Questions 11

 Tool 2.1 Negotiating Prep and Guidelines (Downloadable), 22

CHAPTER 3  Map and Avoid the Most Common 
Land Mines 25

 Chart 3.1 Top Seven Onboarding Land Mines, 26

CHAPTER 4  Do Your Due Diligence on the 
Organization, Role, and Fit 35

  Chart 4.1 Potential Sources of Information for 
Uncovering Risks, 40

 Tool 4.1 Due Diligence Checklist (Downloadable), 45

CHAPTER 5  Act Differently When You Are 
Promoted from Within 47

  Tool 5.1 Announcement Cascade Checklist 
(Downloadable), 61

C O N T E N T S

ftoc.indd   viiftoc.indd   vii 12/22/08   3:17:34 PM12/22/08   3:17:34 PM



viii CONTENTS

PA RT  I I
TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR OWN START

CHAPTER 6  Embrace the Fuzzy Front End and Make It 
Work for You before You Start 65

 Chart 6.1 Decisions, 81

 Tool 6.1 100-Day Checklist (Downloadable), 85

 Tool 6.2 Stakeholder List (Downloadable), 88

  Tool 6.3 Onboarding Conversation Framework 
(Downloadable), 89

 Tool 6.4 Relocation Checklist (Downloadable), 91

CHAPTER 7  Decide How to Engage the New Culture: 
Assimilate, Converge and Evolve, 
or Shock 93

 Tool 7.1 Culture Assessment Sheet (Downloadable), 100

CHAPTER 8  Drive Action with an Ongoing 
Communication Campaign 103

 Figure 8.1 Communication Campaign Flow, 104

  Tool 8.1 Communication Campaign Milestones 
(Downloadable), 118

CHAPTER 9  Take Control of Day One: Make a Powerful 
First Impression 119

 Tool 9.1 Day One Checklist (Downloadable), 130

 Tool 9.2 New Manager’s Assimilation Session, 132

PA RT  I I I
YOUR 100-DAY ACTION PLAN

CHAPTER 10  Embed a Strong Burning Imperative 
by Day 30 135

 Tool 10.1 Imperative Workshop, 145

CHAPTER 11  Exploit Key Milestones to Drive Team 
Performance by Day 45 147

  Tool 11.1 Milestones Management Process (Downloadable), 155

ftoc.indd   viiiftoc.indd   viii 12/22/08   3:17:35 PM12/22/08   3:17:35 PM



 Contents ix

CHAPTER 12  Overinvest in Early Wins to Build Team 
Confi dence by Day 60 157

 Tool 12.1 Team Charter Worksheet (Downloadable), 165

CHAPTER 13  Secure ADEPT People in the Right Roles 
with the Right Support by Day 70 167

 Figure 13.1 Performance versus Role Match, 177

 Tool 13.1 Performance/Role Match Grid (Downloadable), 180

CHAPTER 14  Evolve People, Plans, and Practices to 
Capitalize on Changing Circumstances 181

 Chart 14.1 Change Map, 184

A P P E N D I C E S
CRITICAL TOOLS FOR LONG-TERM 

LEADERSHIP SUCCESS

APPENDIX I Leadership 189
APPENDIX II Situational Assessment 195

 Tool A2.1 5Cs Analysis (Downloadable), 197

 Tool A2.2 SWOT Form (Downloadable), 201
APPENDIX III Communication 203

 Tool A3.1 Culture Change Management (Downloadable), 209

 Tool A3.2 Communication Planning (Downloadable), 211

 Tool A3.3 Press Interviews, 213

  Tool A3.4 Crisis Management Checklist 
(Downloadable), 214

  Tool A3.5 Crisis Communication Checklist 
(Downloadable), 217

APPENDIX IV Plans—Strategic Process 219

 Figure A4.1 Destination Planning, 222
APPENDIX V  People and Practices—Organizational and 

Operational Processes 229

 Figure A5.1 ADEPT Flow, 229

 Tool A5.1 Role Scope (Downloadable), 237
References 239
Index 241
About the Authors 253

ftoc.indd   ixftoc.indd   ix 12/22/08   3:17:35 PM12/22/08   3:17:35 PM



xiii

                                    I N T R O D U C T I O N 

 An Executive Summary of the 
Onboarding Process          

 Whether you are a veteran CEO 
taking the reins of your next organization or a new frontline super-
visor, whether you are joining from the outside or getting promoted 
from within,  The New Leader ’ s 100 - Day Action Plan  will help you 
manage your leadership transition so you can take charge, build your 
team, and deliver better results faster than anyone thought possible. 
This matters because 40 percent of leaders going into new roles fail in 
their first 18 months.  1   (Yes, 40 percent!) 

 What do these failed leaders not know or see? What do they not 
do? Why can ’ t they deliver? In most cases, they dig their own holes 
by missing one of the important tasks that must be accomplished in 
their first 100 days. Some don ’ t understand the impact of their early 
words and actions and inadvertently send their new colleagues the 
wrong messages. Some focus on finding a new strategy, but fail to get 
buy - in and fail to build trust with their new team. Some do a lot of 
work and expend a lot of energy without accomplishing the one or 
two things that their most important stakeholders are looking for. All 
are unaware of some of the important steps required to achieve a suc-
cessful transition. No leader wants this to happen; but it does, at an 
alarming rate. 

  1  The 40 percent failure rate comes from a 1998 study by Manchester, Inc. — often attrib-
uted to The Center for Creative Leadership. Brad Smart cited a failure rate of 50 per-
cent in his book  Topgrading  (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999). Leadership IQ 
published a study September 20, 2005, suggesting that the failure rate is 46 percent at 
18 months. In the March 2008  Harvard Business Review,  Olson, van Bever, and Verry 
wrote,  “ 35 percent to 40 percent of senior hires wash out within their first 18 months. ”  
So, 40 percent is still vaguely right. 
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xiv INTRODUCTION

 Our fundamental, underlying concept is:   

  Leadership is about inspiring and enabling others to do their abso-
lute best together, to realize a meaningful and rewarding shared 
purpose.    

 It ’ s not about you. It ’ s about them — those following your lead. 
How you set the direction and priorities and what you do to inspire 
and enable them is important. But what is most important is what 
they see, hear, feel, believe, and accomplish together as a team. 
Leadership is about your ability to create an environment where your 
team can deliver remarkable results and love doing it. 

 The Chinese philosopher Lao - tzu expressed this particularly well 
over 2,500 years ago when he said:  “ The great leader speaks little. He 
never speaks carelessly. He works without self - interest and leaves no 
trace. When all is finished, the people say,  ‘ We did it ourselves. ’   ”2   

 With that in mind, we have designed this book as an action 
plan, with a time line and key milestones you need to reach along 
the way to accelerate your success and your team ’ s success in your 
first 100 days. These are distilled from insights gleaned from our own 
 leadership experiences and from the work of our firm, PrimeGenesis, 
whose sole mission is to help executives moving into complex new 
leadership roles, as well as their teams, deliver better results faster. 
You will find our own and our clients ’  stories throughout this book 
(masked to preserve confidentiality). We hope you will find this to be 
a practical handbook that helps you know what you need to know, see 
what you need to see, and do what you need to do for you and your 
team to deliver better results faster. 

 Over the years, we have noticed that many new leaders show up 
for a new role happy and smiling, but without a plan. Neither they, 
nor their organizations have thought things through in advance. 
On their first day, they are welcomed by such confidence - building 
remarks as:  “ Oh, you ’ re here . . .  . We ’ d better find you an office. ”  

 Ouch! 
 Some enlightened organizations have a better process in place. 

If you are lucky, you will be associated with an organization that actu-
ally puts people in charge of preparing for a leader ’ s transition into a 

   2 Paraphrasing the 17th chapter of the  Tao Te Ching  by Lao - tzu.  
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  An Executive Summary of the Onboarding Process       xv

new role. Imagine the difference when a new leader is escorted to an 
office that is fully set up for her, complete with computer, passwords, 
phones, files, information, and a 30 - day schedule of orientation and 
assimilation meetings. 

 Better  . . .  but still not good enough. Even if the company has 
done this for you, if you have waited until this moment to start, you 
are already behind, and you have stacked the odds against yourself. 
Paradoxically, the best way to accelerate a transition into a new lead-
ership role is to pause long enough to think through and put a plan in 
place — and then get a head start on implementing it. 

 We started PrimeGenesis in 2002 having noticed the differ-
ence between leaders who have a plan, hit the ground running, and 
make an impact on their first day, and leaders who wait until Day 
One to start planning. Since then, we have created and deployed a 
set of tools and techniques that help executives quickly and effec-
tively transition into new leadership roles. Our work with execu-
tives has helped them and their teams deliver better results faster 
and reduce their failure rate from 40 percent to less than 10 percent 
at organizations including American Express, Cadbury, Johnson 
 &  Johnson, LexisNexis, MillerCoors, MTV Networks, Playtex, The 
Royal Bank of Scotland, and UBS, as well as several not - for - profit 
organizations. 

 The core principles and techniques we deploy to make our 
impact on senior leaders are the principles and techniques described 
in this book.  The New Leader ’ s 100 - Day Action Plan  is the plan we help 
executives develop and deliver. The tools work for leaders at any level, 
whether you are a veteran CEO or a new frontline supervisor. 

 The three main ideas are: 

  1.    Get a head start before the start.  Day One is a critical pivot point 
for people joining from outside the company. The same is true 
for the formal announcement of someone getting promoted from 
within. In both situations, you can accelerate progress by get-
ting a head start and hitting the ground running. A little early 
momentum goes a long way.  

  2.    Take control of your message.  Everything communicates. People 
read things into everything you say and do, and everything you 
don ’ t say and don ’ t do. Thus you ’ re far better off choosing and 
controlling what they see and hear, and when they see and hear 
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xvi INTRODUCTION

it, than letting others make those choices for you, or letting them 
happen by chance.  

  3.    Build a high - performing team.  The first 100 days are the best time 
to put in place the basic building blocks of a high -  performing 
team. You will fail if you try to do everything yourself, with-
out the support and buy - in of your team. As a team leader, your 
own success is inextricably linked to the success of the team as a 
whole.    

 Those ideas are built on a couple of frameworks of highly 
effective teams and organizations that we ’ ll refer to throughout the 
book (see Figure  I.1 ). It ’ s helpful to explain them up front. First, 
the headlines: 

  High - performing teams and organizations are built of  people, 
plans,  and  practices  aligned around a  shared purpose .  

   Tactical capacity  bridges the gap between strategy and execu-
tion, ensuring that a good strategy doesn ’ t fail because of bad 
execution.  

  Five building blocks underpin a team ’ s tactical capacity:  commu-
nication campaign, Burning Imperative, milestones, early wins,  
ADEPT  3   people in right  roles.        

•

•

•

   3 Acquire, Develop, Encourage, Plan, Transition.  

Strategy Tactical Capacity

COMMUNICATION Campaign

Execution

Plans People

Shared
Purpose

Practices

P3 Framework Building Blocks

IMPERATIVE

MILESTONES

EARLY WINS

ADEPT PEOPLE

FIGURE I.1 Core Frameworks
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  An Executive Summary of the Onboarding Process       xvii

  People - Plans - Practices — P 3  
 An organization or team ’ s performance is based on aligning its peo-
ple, plans, and practices around a shared purpose. This involves get-
ting ADEPT  people  in the right roles with the right support, getting 
clarity around the strategies and action steps included in  plans,  and 
getting  practices  in place that enable people to work together in a 
systematic and effective way. The heart of this is the organization ’ s 
 purpose.  For that to be genuinely shared, it must be meaningful and 
rewarding for each of the people contributing to make its aspiration 
real.  

  Tactical Capacity 
 Tactical capacity is a team ’ s ability to work under difficult, chang-
ing conditions and translate strategies into tactical actions decisively, 
rapidly, and effectively. It is the essential bridge between strategy and 
execution. In contrast to other work groups that move slowly, with 
lots of direction and most decision making coming from the leader, 
high - performing teams with strong tactical capacity empower each 
member to come up with and quickly implement critical solutions to 
the inevitable problems that arise on an ongoing basis. They build on 
strategy and plans with ADEPT people and practices to implement 
ever - evolving actions that work. 

 You have seen this yourself. You have been on teams with mem-
bers who operate in disconnected silos, incapable of acting without 
specific direction from above. They may know the strategy. They may 
have the resources they need; but any variation or change paralyzes 
them. FEMA actually had run the drill on a major hurricane in New 
Orleans months before Katrina hit. But the plan collapsed with the 
first puff of wind because no one could react flexibly to a situation 
that was different from what they had expected. 

 In contrast, a great example of tactical capacity at work was the 
way NASA team members came together during the Apollo 13 crisis. 
Right from  “ Houston, we ’ ve had a problem, ”  the team reacted flexi-
bly and fluidly to a dramatic and unwelcome new reality — a crippling 
explosion en route, in space. They went beyond their standard oper-
ating procedures and what their equipment was  “ designed to do ”  to 
exploring what it  “ could do. ”  Through tight, on - the - fly collaboration, 
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xviii INTRODUCTION

the team did in minutes what normally took hours, in hours what 
normally took days, and in days what normally took months. This 
teamwork was critical to getting the crew home safely. 

 If you ’ re lucky, you ’ ve been on teams where actions and results 
flow with great ease, where team members know what is really 
required and intended and support each other in making those things 
happen. Those teams have tactical capacity. 

 As the new leader, it ’ s your job to orchestrate the alignment of 
people, plans and practices around a shared purpose. You must con-
vince key people to embrace a Burning Imperative and deliver against 
it with a great sense of urgency. A Burning Imperative is the anti-
dote to silos and departments that don ’ t cooperate. Tactical capacity 
is not only about the team responding quickly to changes in external 
circumstances, it also is about team members working well with each 
other in support of the team ’ s Burning Imperative. 

  Building Blocks of Tactical Capacity 

 The good news is that, as a leader in a new role, you can build tactical 
capacity into your team quickly by implementing five building blocks: 

  1.   Drive action with an ongoing  communication  campaign.  

  2.   Embed a strong  Burning Imperative.   

  3.   Exploit key  milestones  to drive team performance.  

  4.   Overinvest in  early wins  to build team confidence.  

  5.   Secure ADEPT people in the  right roles.     

 The NASA team dealing with the Apollo 13 got each of these five 
building blocks in place, allowing it to react with tactical capacity of 
the highest order: 

  1.   The culture had been strong. But everyone ’ s  communication  
reinforced the message that  “ failure is not an option ”  through-
out the rescue mission.  

  2.   The team ’ s mission changed from  “ going to the moon to collect 
rocks ”  to the one  Burning Imperative  of  “ getting these men home 
alive. ”  This was galvanizing enough (as a Burning Imperative 
must always be) to transcend all petty issues and focus every-
one ’ s efforts.  
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  An Executive Summary of the Onboarding Process       xix

  3.   The team ’ s  milestones  were clear: turn the ship around, preserve 
enough energy to allow a reentry, fix the carbon monoxide prob-
lem, survive the earth ’ s atmosphere, and so on.  

  4.   The carbon monoxide fix kept the astronauts alive temporarily 
and was the  early win  that made the team believe it could get the 
crew back to earth safely. It gave everyone confidence.  

  5.   Everyone was working with the same end in mind; but they were 
working in different and essential  roles.  One group figured out 
how to turn the spaceship around. Another group fixed the oxy-
gen problem. Another dealt with the reentry calculations and the 
spare crew did whatever it took.    

 Even though you ’ re unlikely to jump into a situation as urgent 
as Apollo 13, in today ’ s environment almost all leadership transitions 
are  “ hot landings, ”  where you must hit the ground running to have 
a chance of success. Often you will need to fix something, fast. 
Sometimes you will have more time to plan. In most onboarding 
situations, you will have at least a few days to create an onboard-
ing plan — especially if you give yourself a head start.   

  The 100 - Day Action Plan 
 Here are the steps in our onboarding process. They are the chapters 
in this book. As Dr. Seuss advised,  “ be dexterous and deft, and never 
mistake your right foot for your left! ”   4   

  Part I Create Your New Leadership Role 

  Chapter 1:  Position  Yourself for a New Leadership Role or 
Promotion 
 Positioning yourself for a leadership role is about connecting values 
with goals, and crossing strengths and communication. You must 

   4    “ Congratulations! Today is your day, you ’ re off to great places, you ’ re off and away. You 
have brains in your head, you have feet in your shoes, you can steer yourself in any direc-
tion you choose. You ’ re on your own and you know what you know, and you are the guy 
who ’ ll decide where to go. So be sure where you step, step with care and great tact, and 
remember that life ’ s a great balancing act. Just never forget to be dexterous and deft, 
and never mix up your right foot with your left ”  (Dr. Seuss,  Oh, the Places You ’ ll Go,  
New York: Random House, 1990).  
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xx INTRODUCTION

 supplement your talent with learning and practice to build your 
knowledge and sharpen your skills over the short-, mid-, and long-
term. Then, when you ’ re ready, you need to communicate those 
strengths to secure the promotion or new leadership role you deserve.  

  Chapter 2:  Sell  before You Buy: Answer the Only Three 
Interview Questions 
 You cannot turn down a job you have not been offered. So first put 
your energy into getting the job offer. Remember that there are only 
three fundamental interview questions and be prepared to talk about 
your (1)  strengths,  (2)  motivation,  and (3)  fit  with the organization 
and the position. Remember also that interviews are not about you. 
They are about what you can do for those doing the interviewing. 
Selling is about positioning your strengths, motivation, and fit char-
acteristics in terms of their needs.  

  Chapter 3: Map and Avoid the Most Common  Land Mines  
 In general, you ’ ll want to mitigate  organization, role,  and  personal  
land mines before accepting a job and jump - start  relationships  and 
 learning  even before Day One so you can concentrate on successful 
 delivery  and  adjustment  after you start.  

  Chapter 4: Do your  Due Diligence  on the Organization, 
Role, and Fit 
 The ability and willingness to assess and deal with risk is often a 
critical differentiator between success and failure. Once you ’ ve been 
offered the job — and only after you ’ ve been offered the job — make 
sure it is right for you. This involves choosing between options and 
mitigating risks by answering three questions: 

  1.   What is the organization ’ s sustainable competitive advantage?  

  2.   Did anyone have concerns about this role; and, if so, what was 
done to mitigate them?  

  3.   What, specifically, about me, led to your offering me the job?    

 With those answers in hand, you can then decide if you ’ ve got 
a  low level of risk  that requires no extraordinary actions,  manageable 
risk  that you ’ ll manage as you go,  mission - crippling risk  that you must 
resolve before going forward, or  insurmountable barriers  requiring 
you to walk away.  
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  Chapter 5:  Act Differently When You Are 
 Promoted  from Within 
 While joining an organization from the outside involves position-
ing yourself for the first time, getting promoted from within often 
requires repositioning yourself to people who already know you. 
There are three key differences when you are promoted from within 
versus joining from the outside: 

  1.    You can ’ t control the context,  so prepare in advance and be ready 
to adjust as required in planned, unplanned, or interim changes, 
securing resources and support along the way.  

  2.    It is hard to make a clean break,  so take control of your own tran-
sition by managing the internal announcement cascade and how 
key stakeholders learn about your promotion, securing your 
base and managing first impressions in the new role.  

  3.    There is no honeymoon,  so quickly accelerate team progress after 
the start by evolving the stated and de facto strategies, improv-
ing operations, and strengthening the organization      .

  Part II Take Control of Your Own Start 

  Chapter 6: Embrace the  Fuzzy Front End  and 
Make It Work for You Before You Start 
 The time between acceptance and start is a gift you can use to rest 
and relax or to get a head start on your new role. Our experience has 
shown that those who use this fuzzy front end to put a plan in place, 
complete their prestart preparation, and jump - start learning and 
 relationships are far more likely to deliver better results faster than 
those who choose to rest and relax. Here are the five key steps: 

  1.   Identify key stakeholders up, across, and down.  

  2.   Plan your message, fuzzy front end, and first 100 days.  

  3.   Manage personal setup so you have less to worry about after you 
start.  

  4.   Conduct prestart meetings and phone calls to jump - start key 
relationships.  

  5.   Gather information and learning in advance to jump - start 
learning.     
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xxii INTRODUCTION

  Chapter 7: Decide How to  Engage  the New Culture:  Assimilate, 
Converge and Evolve, or Shock 
 Be careful about how you engage with the organization ’ s exist-
ing culture, using an ACES model to determine whether you want 
to Assimilate, Converge and Evolve, or Shock it at the start. You 
need to make this choice early on because it will determine your 
approach to your fuzzy front end, Day One, and first 100 Days. 
Culture is hard to assess in advance, but you can build at least the 
start of a good working model by looking carefully at the  “ Be – Do –
 Say ”  of an organization: 

   Be:  The underpinning of culture (and integrity) is what people 
really are, their core assumptions, beliefs, and intentions.  

   Do:  These are things that can be seen, felt, or heard such as 
behavioral, attitudinal, and communication norms, signs, and 
symbols.  

   Say:  What people say about their culture can be found in things 
like mission statements and creeds. As Edgar Schein points out,  5   
these get at the professed culture.     

  Chapter 8: Drive Action with an Ongoing  Communication  
Campaign 
 Everything communicates. You can either make choices in advance 
about what and how you ’ re going to communicate or react to what 
others do. It is important to craft your own communication plan and 
be clear on your platform for change, your vision, and your call to 
action before you start trying to inspire others. It will evolve as you 
learn, but you can ’ t lead unless you have a starting point to help focus 
those learning plans.   

   Platform  for change: Why it ’ s necessary to do anything 
differently  

   Vision  of a brighter future: How people see themselves fitting 
into that future  

  Call to  Action:  What the audience should do next to be part of 
the solution    

•

•

•

•

•

•

   5 See Edgar Schein,  Organizational Culture and Leadership  (San Francisco: Jossey - Bass, 
1985).  
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 Leadership is personal. Your message is the key that unlocks 
personal connections. The greater the congruence between your own 
values, intentions, actions, and words, the stronger those connections 
will be. This is why the best messages aren ’ t crafted; they emerge. 
This is why great leaders live their messages not because they can, 
but because they must.  “ Here I stand, I can do no other. ”   6    

  Chapter 9: Take Control of  Day One : Make a Powerful 
First Impression 
 Everything is magnified on Day One, whether it ’ s your first day in 
a new company or the day your promotion is announced. Everyone 
is looking for hints about what you think and what you ’ re going to 
do. This is why it ’ s so important to control your message by paying 
 particular attention to all the signs, symbols, and stories you deploy, 
and the order in which you deploy them. Make sure people are see-
ing and hearing things that will lead them to believe what you want 
them to believe about you and about themselves in relation to the 
future of the organization.   

  Part III Your 100 - Day Action Plan 

  Chapter 10: Embed a Strong  Burning Imperative  by Day 30 
 The Burning Imperative is a sharply defined, intensely shared, and 
purposefully urgent understanding from each of the team members 
of what they are  “ supposed to do,  now,  ”  and how this works with the 
larger aspirations of the team and the organization. While mission, 
vision, and values are often components of the Burning Imperative, 
the critical piece is the rallying cry that every one understands and 
can act on. Get this created and bought into early on — even if it ’ s only 
90 percent right. You, and the team, will adjust and improve along 
the way. Don ’ t let anything distract you from getting this in place and 
shared —  in your first 30 days!   

  Chapter 11: Exploit Key  Milestones  to Drive Team 
Performance by Day 45 
 The real test of a high - performing team ’ s tactical capacity lies in the 
formal and informal practices that are at work across team members, 

   6 Attributed to Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms, 1521, when asked to recant his earlier 
writings.  
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particularly around clarifying decision rights and information flows.  7   
The real job of a high - performing team ’ s leader is to inspire and ena-
ble others to do their absolute best, together. These leaders spend 
more time integrating across than managing down. The milestone 
tool is straightforward and focuses on mapping and tracking and 
what is getting done by when by whom. High - performing team lead-
ers take that basic tool to a whole new level, exploiting it to inspire 
and enable people to work together  as a team!   

  Chapter 12: Overinvest in  Early Wins  to 
Build Team Confidence by Day 60 
 Early wins are all about credibility and confidence. People have more 
faith in people who have delivered. You want your boss to have con-
fidence in you. You want team members to have confidence in you, 
in themselves, and in the plan for change that has emerged. Early 
wins fuel that confidence. To that end, identify potential early wins 
by day 60 and overinvest to deliver them by the end of your first six 
months —  as a team!   

  Chapter 13: Secure ADEPT People in the Right 
 Roles  with the Right Support by Day 70 
 Make your organization ever more ADEPT by Acquiring, Developing, 
Encouraging, Planning, and Transitioning talent: 

   Acquire:  Recruit, attract, and onboard the right people  

   Develop:  Assess and build skills and knowledge  

   Encourage:  Direct, support, recognize, and reward  

   Plan:  Monitor, assess, and plan career moves over time  

   Transition:  Migrate to different roles as appropriate    

 This is one of the most important things you do. Jump - start this 
by getting the right people in the right roles with the right support to 
 build the team!   

•

•

•

•

•

   7 Neilson, Martin, and Powers,  “ The Secrets to Successful Strategy Execution, ”     Harvard 
Business Review,  June 2008, page 60.    
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  Chapter 14:  Evolve  People, Plans, and Practices to Capitalize on 
Changing Circumstances 
 By the end of your first 100 Days, you should have made signifi-
cant steps toward aligning your people, plans, and practices around 
a shared purpose. Remember, this is not a one - time event but, 
instead, something that will require constant, ongoing management 
and improvement.   

  Manage your organization (people) by deploying the ADEPT tool 
for ongoing talent development. You don ’ t have to use this tool. But 
you do have to have a complete and disciplined way to strengthen 
your organization on a continuous basis over time.  

  Manage your strategy (plans) as a cycle, ensuring you are look-
ing at your situation, customers, collaborators, capabilities, 
competitors, and conditions on a regular basis and reflecting 
changes in them in your ever - evolving strategies and plans.  

  Manage your operations (practices) by continually tracking, 
updating, and adding milestones. Disciplined, integrated execu-
tion doesn ’ t happen unless you demand it, monitor it, and rein-
force it over and over again.    

 Monitor the situation over time. Identify and classify the impact 
of surprises as major or minor, enduring or temporary, and be ready 
to react as appropriate. For major, temporary events, follow the basic 
flow of prepare — understand — plan — implement — revise or prepare. 
For major, enduring changes, redeploy or restart with relentless con-
trol of the message throughout.    

  Make This Book Work for You 
 By now you should be aware that there may be a better way to man-
age transitions than just showing up on Day One or charging into 
your promotion announcement or newly merged team and doing 
what  “ they ”  tell you to do. Similarly, there may be a better way for 
you to tackle this book than just starting on page one and reading 
straight through until you lose steam. 

 You might want to start with the 100 - Day Checklist (Tool 6.1) at 
the end of Chapter  6 . You might want to begin with the chapter sum-
maries at the end of each chapter. Or you may prefer to read straight 

•

•

•

flast.indd   xxvflast.indd   xxv 12/20/08   10:01:52 AM12/20/08   10:01:52 AM



xxvi INTRODUCTION

through the main body of the book. Use the book ’ s elements in the 
way that works best for you. Just bear in mind that there really is a 
logical order of thinking and acting here, and it is helpful to have this 
clear in your mind before you do anything. Don ’ t read this book over 
your first 100 Days. Read the most appropriate parts now, and then 
dip back in repeatedly over your 100 Days and beyond. 

 We have designed this as a flexible handbook split into a main 
body and set of appendixes. The main body (Chapters  1  through  14 ) 
is highly structured and practically oriented, with ideas, examples, 
tools, forms, and checklists in the book, and with easily download-
able, modifiable, and printable versions of them online. In this main 
body, we are highly prescriptive and directive:  “ Do this, ”     “ Do that, ”   
  “ Don ’ t do the other. ”  

 Our first prescription is that you should  not  follow our 
 prescriptions — or at least not all our prescriptions in all situations. 
Instead, take the pieces that generally work for you and adapt them as 
appropriate for your specific situation. People have found that these 
ideas work for leaders going into new companies, getting promoted 
from within, merging teams, as well as in situations where it ’ s appro-
priate to hit a restart button. Since everything is always changing, we 
could all lead better with an ongoing series of 100 - Day action plans. 

 The appendixes provide more depth on a couple of important 
subjects, more exploration of the theoretical underpinnings of the 
100 - Day Action Plan, and some additional ideas that you may find 
useful over time. Where the main body of the book takes full aim at 
actions for your first 100 Days, the appendixes put those actions in 
the context of things that will take longer to play out. It is not that the 
information in the appendixes is less important. It is just less urgent. 

 People often tell us,  “ This is just common sense. But I like the 
way you ’ ve structured it. ”  As you set out to follow our structure, 
understand that we have a bias to push you to do things faster than 
others would expect. This timetable is based on the needs of our cli-
ents, who typically are moving into demanding, complex new leader-
ship roles, and who need to meet or beat high expectations fast; but 
it may not be appropriate for your situation without some customi-
zation. We present you with options and choices. You are in charge. 
We wish you success in your new leadership role. We hope this book 
will help you and your team deliver better results faster than anyone 
thought possible!                                  
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3

There are two dimensions to 
activating your leadership potential. The first is understanding and 
declaring your own leadership qualities and capacities. The second is 
interacting effectively with others in such a way that it becomes part 
of an organization’s or a market’s perception of you. Know yourself, 
and then help others know you. We have mapped out concrete steps 
you can take to position yourself for leadership roles and promotions.

Begin with the first dimension—know and declare yourself a 
leader. The “declaring” part is important since this is what best ena-
bles you to commit to your career path. Start by declaring this to 
yourself. Commit yourself. Your commitments become more real, 
however, when you share them with others. Select a listener or buddy 
or two and declare your intentions and your commitments to them. 
They are suddenly that much more real.

C H A P T E R  1

Position Yourself for a New 
Leadership Role or Promotion

Part I—POSITION and SELL yourself; MAP and AVOID land mines, Do your DUE DILIGENCE

Part II
Take control of
YOUR OWN START

Part III 
Build a high-performing
TEAM

The New Leader's 100-Day Action Plan

Embrace the
FUZZY
FRONT

END

Take control 
of

DAY ONE

Exploit key
MILESTONES
to drive team
performance

Secure
ADEPT 

people in the
right ROLES

Decide how to 
ENGAGE
the new
culture

Embed
a strong

BURNING
IMPERATIVE

Overinvest in
EARLY WINS

to build
team confidence

Evolve
PEOPLE,

PLANS, and
PRACTICES

Fuzzy Front End Day One 30 45 60 70 100

Ongoing COMMUNICATION campaign
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Next, build a career plan. Great leaders are not made in a day. 
Leadership is built. We have developed a tool called the Five-Step 
Career Plan that can help you know yourself professionally, stake out 
your career path, and set yourself in motion.

The Five-Step Career Plan
This tool provides a quick and effective way to help you understand 
what makes you tick professionally and design a career trajectory for 
yourself. Use it to learn your strengths, values, and interests, and to help 
you align your professional choices and behavior with those qualities.

There is a downloadable, printer-friendly copy of this tool (and 
of many of the tools in this book) at www.onboarding-tools.com. You 
may find it more effective to write notes on your copies than to write 
in the book.

Let’s walk through the main steps.

1. Likes and dislikes: This is your raw data. Go through your past 
activities and jobs and lay out everything you liked and didn’t 
like. This is about specifics, not generalities. It may help to use 
the third person, as in the following examples, when making 
your list. She liked: planning, thinking, getting a sense of accom-
plishment, working with people she liked, having some freedom, 
relying on the support system of a big company, having a short 
commute, not working on weekends. He didn’t like: being pushed 
too hard, not being able to take Sunday off, dealing with things 
that didn’t work right, having colleagues let him down, feeling as 
if he worked at a company of second-class citizens. People tend 
to enjoy doing things they are naturally strong in. This exercise 
will help you understand your strengths. Dig underneath to pull 
out the values that underlie some of your likes and dislikes.

2. Ideal job criteria: With these values in mind, lay out your ideal 
job criteria. If you could wave your magic wand, what would 
that your dream job look like? Explore what features of these 
criteria are meaningful or important to you. Test, challenge, and 
shape your answers. Make sure the criteria line up with your 
strengths, values, and interests.

3. Long-term goals: Next, consider your long-term goals. It may 
help to start at the end, say retirement, work back 10 years, then 
5 years, then 3 years. What do you want to achieve? Think about 
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 Position Yourself for a New Leadership Role or Promotion 5

your professional life and about your personal life, and espe-
cially about the ways these are connected. Throughout all this, 
you should be connecting your strengths, motivations, and cri-
teria for fitting your goals. You may feel you have a good sense 
of these before you start. Or you may feel that these are too 
removed from the practical job at hand. Either way, go through 
this exercise, and open yourself to these questions: What matters 
to you now? What will matter to you over time?

4. Options: The idea of options triggers widely different responses 
in people. Some people become oddly passive, or even fatalistic. 
“What will be will be.” And then, “Well, it was meant to be.” Others 
panic, get jumpy. We urge a different approach. We are convinced 
that the mindset that generates a sense of possibilities and options 
is the mindset that creates opportunities and fosters success. We 
encourage you to read Appendix I—Leadership. This should 
enrich your sense of how to create leadership options for yourself.

And not just one option! Options energize potential. Create 
parallel options for yourself. Real ones. Even if your second 
option is not nearly as attractive as the main option at hand, 
having a viable alternative is crucial to your success in negoti-
ating the first option and can help you see the apparently pre-
ferred option in a better light.

5. Choice: If you follow these suggestions, sooner rather than later 
an opportunity will come your way. If you’ve done your home-
work, you will have at least two real options to choose from when 
the moment comes to make a decision. Go back to your list of 
ideal job criteria and long-term goals. Look at your options. Think 
through what they are really likely to bring you. Compare options 
by weighting your criteria and evaluating each option’s results.

6. Gut check: Once you’ve made your choice, write it down and go 
to sleep. If you wake up in the morning feeling good, then you’ve 
probably made a good decision. If you wake up in the morning 
with your gut indicating that you have made a mistake, you misled 
yourself. Most likely, you erred in weighting your ideal job criteria. 
It’s okay to mislead yourself, as long as you have the maturity and 
mechanism to make you aware of it. Your gut is that mechanism.

The basic steps are (1) understand yourself and your goals, (2) 
create options, (3) select the best option. You can run this over a 
short-term, mid-term, or long-term time frame.
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6 CREATE YOUR NEW LEADERSHIP ROLE

Over the short-term, you can’t change your strengths. You are 
what you are and should focus on creating options that can take 
advantage of your existing strengths. This means you should con-
centrate on understanding your own strengths and then helping oth-
ers understand them. If communicating is not one of your strengths, 
start working on that skill right away. Leadership and communication 
are inextricably related. Buying a lottery ticket might give you a bet-
ter chance at winning leadership opportunities than trying to succeed 
with poor communication skills.

Over the mid-term, you can sharpen your existing skills and 
knowledge and take a slower approach to bringing them to others’ 
attention. Get yourself involved in projects both inside the company 
and outside the company that stretch you so you can learn and prac-
tice. If you are proactively building your strengths, people often take 
it as a sign that you are meant for leadership. Finally, help others who 
might advance into positions down the road where they can help you.

Over the long-term, decide what strengths you’ll need to achieve 
your long-term goals. As Charon and Drotter discuss in The Leadership 
Pipeline,1 different strengths are required to manage yourself, man-
age others, manage managers, manage functions, or manage an entire 
business. Virtually all the leaders we’ve ever talked to readily admit 
that, along the way, they learned a lot that they needed to know, even—
believe it or not—newly minted MBAs with pedigrees that suggest they 
are ready-made leaders. Thus, if you want to move to different levels of 
leadership over time, you will need to supplement your existing talents 
with new strengths, knowledge, and skills. With a long-term view, you 
can and should invest in appropriate learning and in getting yourself 
into positions and assignments that allow you to practice new leader-
ship skills.

Communicating Leadership

Now, the second part: “Help others know you.” Once you’ve gotten a 
good handle on your strengths and your goals, you are ready to think 
through positioning in a proactive and methodical way. The sim-
ple exercise of knowing your strengths and goals will set in motion 
a leadership dynamic whereby you signal your leadership qualities 
to others, they attribute these qualities to you, and opportunities for 

1See Charan, Drotter, Noel, The Leadership Pipeline (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001).
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leadership emerge. The point here is to make this make this a deliber-
ate and conscious plan.

We have broken down the components of communicating lead-
ership into a set of six basic elements that you should deploy delib-
erately and consistently. Here are the headlines. See Appendix I for 
more discussion.

1. Listen first.

2. Talk in order to listen and connect better.

3. Imagine the leaders’ or key stakeholders’ perspective.

4. Identify potential areas for leadership.

5. Lead through:

a. Work,

b. Insight,

c. Reliability,

d. Judgment,

e. Energy,

f. Humor,

g. Conflict,

h. Crisis,

i. Inspiration.

6. Carpe diem.

Position Yourself—Summary and Implications
Start by understanding your existing strengths and talents that you 
can be turn into strengths appropriate to meet your long-term goals 
(see Tool 1.1).

Short-term: You can’t change your strengths. Do things to let oth-
ers know about your strengths.

Mid-term: You can sharpen existing skills and knowledge. Do 
projects that stretch you.

Long-term: You can build new skills and knowledge. Look for 
assignments that allow you to learn and practice new things.

Then communicate your readiness for leadership by leading 
something, whether it’s a major project or the team outing.

•

•

•
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Downloadable TOOL 1.1 

Five-Step Career Plan*
1. List your likes and dislikes:

Activities

 

 

Jobs

 

 

Situations

 

 

Lifestyle

 

 

Other

 

 

2. List your ideal job criteria categorized as follows:

Good for others (impact on others, match with personal values, influence on 
organization)
 

 

Good for me (enjoyable work/activities, fit with life interests, reward, recogni-
tion, respect)

 

 

* Copyright © George Bradt, 2005. To customize this document, download Tool 1.1 from 
www.onboarding-tools.com. The document can then be opened, edited, and printed using 
Microsoft Word or other word processing applications.
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 Position Yourself for a New Leadership Role or Promotion 9

Downloadable TOOL 1.1 (continued)

Good at it (match between activities and strengths, learning, development, 
resume builder)

 

 

 Life interests:
 Application of technology
 Quantitative analysis
 Theory development, conceptual thinking
 Creative production
 Counseling and mentoring
 Managing people and relationships
 Enterprise control
 Influence through language and ideas

3. Identify your long-term goals:

 

 

4. Build a broad range of options that meet your long-term goals:

 

 

5. Make choices by evaluating your options against your criteria:

 

 

Finally, perform a gut check.
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