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  Introduction


As a new leader, the first 90 days in your role will largely determine whether you succeed or fail. The initial months are crucial - a period of opportunity to catalyze change but also great vulnerability due to your limited working relationships and understanding of the new role. Building momentum early is key; without it, you will face constant headwinds. 
Surprisingly, few companies actively support leaders during transitions even though failed leadership transitions generate substantial costs. When CEOs estimated timelines for managers to reach breakeven contribution, the average was 6.2 months. Accelerating transitions reduces costs and identifies top talent more effectively. Just as we teach children to swim through coaching, transition acceleration is a skill that can be taught rather than leaving leaders to sink or swim on their own.
The stakes are high both for your career and the organization's performance. Derailment often traces back to issues in the first months. But beyond outright failure, many leaders survive transitions yet never maximize their potential, missing opportunities for advancement and endangering organizational health. This book provides a blueprint to dramatically accelerate your transition, regardless of your level, freeing up precious time to address problems and opportunities. The goal is to rapidly reach breakeven contribution through a systematic approach. Each minute saved is one gained to build the business.
The Transitional Challenge
Leaders face a paradox during transitions. On one hand, as the new person you will be expected to change things and shake up the status quo. On the other hand, you lack the detailed understanding to know what specifically needs changing. This tension requires you to balance action with learning. Moving too fast can be dangerous if your solutions are off-base, but moving too slowly cedes momentum.
To accelerate your transition, begin by explicitly shifting your mindset from your previous role to the requirements and stakeholders of the new one. Let go of the past which is irrelevant now. Immerse yourself in learning the strategy, culture, structure, politics and team dynamics of your new organization. Assume you have 50% to learn about the role versus what you anticipated. Approach with humility rather than preconceived notions.
Be systematic in building relationships and assess the landscape without relying on status reports. Get exposure to critical interfaces. Ask people what they would do in your shoes in the first 90 days. Identify gaps in your understanding to target for additional inquiry. Recognize that you will see issues the staff has become blind to. Solutions will emerge from an outside-in assessment grounded in listening.
Avoid major changes initially, even if pressure mounts. You lack context to judge correctly. Small wins will build credibility for bigger moves later. Say no to some requests to create time for immersion. Be selective in taking on "orphan" problems left by your predecessor. Pick your spots and define a few theme areas to concentrate your learning.
The First 90 Days
Your transition can be broken into three distinct phases, each requiring specific strategies and tools.
The first 30 days are about establishing momentum through quick wins. Identify business vulnerabilities, staff risks and gaps in your network. Ask what upcoming decisions depend on your involvement. Shadow staff to grasp the operation. Select an entry project matching your expertise. Set rhythms for check-ins with your new boss and key staff. Ask for feedback on your initial impressions.
The next 30 days focus on defining your agenda through deeper diagnostics. Craft a 90 day plan to steer your leadership, with clear priorities and metrics. Define strategic thrusts for where you will make change. Conduct stakeholder analyses to map influences and relationships. Do AARs after important meetings to sharpen your political awareness. Identify operational realities not captured in reports. Hold skip level meetings to take the organization's pulse.
The final 30 days entail securing early wins to build momentum. Target quick hits that create belief in your agenda for change. Mobilize cross-functional teams around critical execution priorities. Leverage systemic data flow and reviews to surface problems. Conduct after-action reviews on your leadership process and impact. Mentor emerging talent to build the team. Celebrate small wins while communicating a compelling change vision. Institute informal feedback channels.
Accelerating your leadership transition requires shifting mindsets, listening deeply, moving selectively and executing systematically. Leverage the first 90 days as a honeymoon period to define your agenda for change before inherited thinking sets in. Approach with humility, diagnose before action, and focus on high-impact moves. Each minute saved equals one gained for building business performance. Master the first 90 days and gain momentum to lead your new organization with an impact.






  
  Chapter one
A Framework for Accelerating Leadership Transitions


Leadership transitions present a paradox. On one hand, new leaders are expected to hit the ground running, rapidly delivering results in their new roles. On the other hand, these same leaders lack nuanced understanding of the new role's requirements, politics and team dynamics. Navigating this tension between action and learning is crucial for transition success. Many promising leaders fail not due to lack of capability, but because they underestimate transition challenges. 
This chapter provides a research-based framework to accelerate transitions and avoid pitfalls. Drawing on extensive studies of leaders at all levels, five core premises serve as the foundation:
First, transition success or failure depends on the fit between the leader and the situation. Neither flawed leaders nor impossible situations alone account for failures. Rather, it is the interaction between situational requirements and a leader's vulnerabilities that derails transitions. Accurate diagnosis of the situation and self-assessment of strengths and weaknesses allows preventive action.
Second, systematic methods reduce failure risk and accelerate transitions regardless of level. While each transition is unique in details, commonalities exist in types of transitions and situations. Proven principles like securing early wins, matching strategy to situation and building relationships apply across roles. The difference between upper and lower-level transitions is more of degree than kind.
Third, the overriding goal is creating momentum through virtuous cycles while avoiding vicious cycles that damage credibility. Missteps trigger defensive reactions that spiral into a vicious cycle of alienation. But small successes build leadership capital through virtuous cycles, enabling greater leverage for more ambitious change.
Fourth, transitions represent crucial leadership development crucibles. The experience builds critical skills in diagnostics, adaptability, growth and resilience. Companies should actively develop transition acceleration skills rather than leaving emerging leaders to sink or swim. A shared transition language also speeds organizational learning.
Finally, adopting a consistent transition framework across the organization reduces learning curves, builds bench strength, and improves success rates. Transition acceleration deserves heavy investment given the costs of failure and time required to rebuild momentum.
These premises provide the conceptual foundation. The key lies in translating theory into practice. Leaders need concrete tools and guidelines tailored to their situation and vulnerabilities. This chapter provides that tangible toolkit, organized across the three phases of transition:
	The first 30 days are about establishing momentum through early wins. Steps include assessing vulnerabilities, learning intensively about the new role, securing quick hits to build credibility, and establishing rhythms to manage key relationships.

	The next 30 days focus on defining one's agenda through deeper diagnostics into the business, politics and culture. Actions include stakeholder mapping, crafting a 90-day plan, identifying strategic threats and opportunities, and taking the organization's pulse through skip-level meetings.

	The final 30 days consolidate gains to build sustainable momentum. Efforts turn to mobilizing others to execute priority initiatives, leveraging systemic data to surface problems, and celebrating small wins while communicating the change vision.



While each phase has distinct priorities, certain fundamentals hold throughout. These include balancing action with learning, seeking coaching and feedback, and remaining adaptable based on realities, not assumptions.
Mastering leadership transitions requires broad perspective paired with situation-specific customization. The framework presented builds both perspective and adaptability. Leaders face a crucial inflection point. How one navigates the first 90 days sets trajectory and tone for years to come. Stay focused on the fundamentals, build momentum wisely, and lay the foundation to lead with conviction, impact and fulfillment.
The First Premise
Premise 1: The key to transition success lies in understanding both the situation and your own strengths and weaknesses.
The root causes of transition failure always lie in an adverse interaction between the situation, with its opportunities and pitfalls, and the individual, with their strengths and vulnerabilities. Your success depends on accurately diagnosing the situation to identify key challenges and opportunities. Without grasping situational demands, you will struggle or even fail. Awareness of your strengths and vulnerabilities allows preventive action to address pitfalls.
Situational analysis and self-assessment together enable you to pinpoint risks and fashion promising plans. Past successes don't guarantee future ones; flawed leaders often previously excelled. Nor do tough situations preordain failure; brilliant leaders can succeed despite challenges. Failures occur when leaders misunderstand situational requirements or lack adaptability.
Implications for New Managers
As a new manager, resist prior assumptions about the role, team or challenges. 
	Approach with fresh eyes to discern realities on the ground. 

	Conduct stakeholder interviews to grasp needs and dynamics. 

	Identify your skills gaps relative to the situation's demands. 

	Recognize organizational blind spots and outdated mindsets to perceive promising change opportunities. 

	Manage your vulnerabilities proactively. 

	Let the situation guide your leadership agenda and style.



The Second Premise
Premise 2: The key to transition success lies in understanding both the situation and your own strengths and weaknesses.
There are systematic methods leaders can use to reduce failure likelihood and accelerate the breakeven point. Some argue each transition is unique, which is true regarding details. But from a higher perspective, common transition types and situations share features and traps.
For instance, transitions from functional VP to GM pose similar challenges in letting go of expertise reliance. Startups and turnarounds feature common imperatives across leaders. Core principles like securing early wins underpin success regardless of level, from new supervisors to CEOs. The key is matching strategy to situation, a theme we will revisit.
The difference between lower and senior transitions is more of degree than kind. Of course CEOs handle bigger-picture issues than managers do. But most basics apply at all levels: promote yourself, match strategy, accelerate learning, gain early wins, build coalitions. The imperative in any transition is creating value faster to reach breakeven quicker. A 90-day plan holds great value regardless of level.
Implications for New Managers
Several systematic methods help leaders accelerate transitions:
	Conduct structured stakeholder analyses to identify needs, interests and potential sources of support or resistance. mapping relationships reveals underlying politics and priorities.

	Develop 90-day acceleration plans focused on diagnostics, relationship building, and early wins. The plan provides focus and urgency while allowing flexibility to adapt as learning occurs.

	Identify transition risks based on the situation and your profile. Prevent pitfalls through contingency planning, skill development, and managing vulnerabilities.

	Secure early wins to build credibility. Target opportunities matching your expertise and the situation's needs.

	Facilitate after-action reviews to capture lessons from experience. Autopsies on successes and failures provide real-time learning to adjust approaches.

	Form transition teams with insiders to inform your perspective. Leverage their wisdom to accelerate understanding and relationships.



The Third Premise
Premise 3: The overriding goal in a leadership transition is to build momentum by creating positive cycles that build credibility while avoiding vicious cycles that damage credibility.

Your early days set tone and patterns. Be systematic to build virtuous cycles of credibility and progress. Accelerate learning while securing small wins. Leverage support to implement bigger changes over time. Lead with self-awareness to avoid vicious cycles. Manage the transition wisely to maximize your leverage as a leader.
The key is recognizing that early missteps trigger vicious cycles that damage credibility and momentum. But small successes create virtuous cycles, building your leadership capital to drive organizational change. Focus first on credibility through early wins, coalition building and learning. Leadership depends on leverage and its the credibility that you build that provides the leverage for your career in this role. The leader's vision and drive are a seed crystal that can grow exponentially to shift organizational patterns, but only if credibility is established. Missteps can stimulate defensive reactions in your hierachry, triggering a vicious cycle of alienation and attack until the leader is rejected.
Effective leaders leverage their ideas, relationships and influence to create new organizational patterns. But their ability to leverage depends on perceptions of personal credibility and demonstrated effectiveness. Small successes build leadership capital to yield larger returns. The strategies in this book, like securing early wins, the essential conversations and building teams, help leaders gain leverage through credibility and momentum.
Implications for New Managers
As a new manager, your early moves will greatly impact whether you trigger virtuous or vicious cycles:
	Identify quick wins that mobilize support for your agenda. Look for opportunities matching your expertise and the situation's needs.

	Facilitate after-action reviews to capture lessons from experience. Learn from successes and failures to adapt your approach.

	Form a transition team of insiders to inform your perspective. Leverage their wisdom to accelerate understanding and relationships.

	Conduct stakeholder analyses to anticipate sources of support or resistance. Manage relationships proactively.

	Celebrate small wins to build momentum, even as you communicate a bigger vision.

	Solicit informal feedback to monitor your credibility and progress.

	Address skill gaps relative to situational demands to avoid pitfalls.



The Fourth Premise
Premise 4: Transitions represent crucial leadership development crucibles and should be actively managed as such.
The leadership capabilities transitions demand rarely come naturally at first. Embrace the transition as an opportunity to accelerate your development. Pursue coaching and feedback. Learn from veterans. Stay reflective, self-aware and adaptable. Catalog insights. Above all, recognize your transition experience as a developmental crucible and actively manage it as such. The crucible, though intense, forges stronger leaders.
Precisely because they build diagnostic skills, demand growth, test resilience and adaptability, transitions provide indispensable developmental experiences. In a survey of top executives’ most impactful development experiences, the top responses all involved major role changes - new positions with large scope, turnarounds, new ventures, high-profile projects, and international assignments.
This does not mean throwing leaders into the deep end to sink or swim. Transitioning is a teachable skill. Acceleration skills should be taught to help talented leaders avoid drowning unnecessarily.
Darwinian development wastes time, energy and talent. Transitions into demanding roles should challenge emerging leaders. But don't just leave them to survive on their own. Equip them with the skills to have a fighting chance. By leveling the playing field, you will also better discern capabilities.
Implications for New Managers
As a new manager, view your transition as a development crucible:
	Be proactive in seeking coaching and mentoring on transition skills from organizational veterans.

	Use transition team members as insight sources on navigating politics and building credibility.

	Treat early projects as learning opportunities to expand your skills. Reflect on lessons afterwards.

	Identify areas of adolescent thinking to grow beyond, like relying solely on expertise or being politically naive.

	Compile a list of transition challenges to address as development goals.

	Catalog your mistakes and their consequences to accelerate experience.

	Maintain a learning journal to crystallize insights and track progress.

	Solicit informal feedback from colleagues on your leadership growth.



The Fifth Premise
Premise 5: Adopting a standard transition acceleration framework across an organization can yield major returns. 
A consistent, company-wide transition acceleration framework is high-leverage. It boosts organizational performance while also developing talent. Take steps to implement a shared approach suited to your culture. The returns for your organization will be well worth the investment. With over half a million managers entering new roles annually in Fortune 500 companies, transitions are frequent. When everyone shares a common transition "language", adjustments happen faster.
Bosses, reports and peers should all employ shared guidelines for building crucial relationships with new leaders. Standard approaches to onboarding, securing early wins, and forming coalitions speed organizational adaptation to inevitable personnel shifts and changes.
A rational transition framework translates to real bottom-line gains. Consider your organization and estimate:
	The number of people entering new management roles each year

	The number of others impacted by each transition

	The total annual cost of transitions

	The value of reducing that cost by just 5%



Prolonging tenure is not the answer, as good people need new challenges. The solution is helping everyone accelerate their transitions.
Reasons for a Shared Approach
Why adopt a consistent transition acceleration framework?
	It reduces learning curves as people apply proven principles rather than reinventing the wheel.

	Best practices diffuse more rapidly across the organization.

	Mistakes are minimized as people leverage accumulated wisdom.

	Relationships get built quicker when stakeholders know how to engage.

	Anxiety is reduced through greater role clarity and organizational support.

	Success rates improve, along with bench strength, as talent develops.

	A consistent language and toolkit enables more effective coaching.



Implementation Guidelines
To implement a shared transition approach:
	Gain leadership commitment at the top to signal importance.

	Adapt the framework to align with company culture and norms.

	Incorporate the approach into management training programs at all levels.

	Provide tools and templates, from 90-day plans to stakeholder maps.

	Include transition skills in criteria for promotion and development.

	Review and refresh the framework periodically based on experience.

	Celebrate successes utilizing the shared approach.



Final Thoughts on A Framework for Accelerating Leadership Transitions
Leadership transitions represent a challenging yet indispensable passage. The friction generated sparks crucial development in skills such as strategic insight, political savvy, communication, team building and organizational change. Transitions test one's leadership mettle.
At the same time, organizations and individuals pay a high price for failed transitions. Lost momentum drains resources, delays progress on urgent priorities and breeds skepticism that erodes culture. And derailed careers leave talent on the sidelines when their contributions are needed most.
With stakes so high, taking a haphazard approach is unwise. This chapter has provided a rigorous framework for accelerating transitions while developing talent. The five foundational premises establish guidance rooted in real-world experience and research. The tangible toolkit turns theory into practice tailored to one's situation.
Mastering leadership transitions requires blending art and science. The science lies in the tested principles and analytical tools provided here. But ultimately transitions depend on the art of leadership - engaging people's hearts as well as minds, building trust through care, and inspiring others toward shared vision. Technical mastery of transition fundamentals allows leaders to focus on the creative arts of leadership needed to bring vibrancy and meaning to







