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In recent years, headlines and articles
have declared that the American
workforce is rapidly approaching a

crisis. Changing demographics are
producing an increasing percentage of
employees who are eligible for retire-
ment and a shortage of younger workers
who can take their place.1 This crisis is
of particular concern to local govern-
ments, with 46 percent of their work-
forces composed of employees aged
45–64. In the private sector, the propor-
tion is only 31 percent.2

The anticipated workforce crisis is
just one of numerous reasons that suc-
cession planning has become so essential.
Leadership talent always has been con-
sidered to be in short supply. For example,
in a 1998 study conducted by McKinsey,
75 percent of executives who were sur-
veyed said that their companies were
continually short of leadership talent.3

Contributing to this leadership crisis is
a decline in employee loyalty, which was
exacerbated by the private- and public-
sector downsizing of the late 1980s and
the 1990s. This decline happened when
employees were experiencing much greater
mobility than they had in the past. 

For these reasons and many more,
organizations began realizing that they
needed to develop leadership talent from

within, and find a way
to retain it. Succession
planning is a way for or-
ganizations to respond to
leadership challenges.

Yet despite the
apparent need for
succession planning, a 1996 survey of
federal human resource executives con-
ducted by the National Academy of Pub-
lic Administration’s (NAPA) Center for
Human Resources Management revealed
that only 28 percent of respondents had,
or planned to have, a succession manage-
ment program.4 Recent studies yield similar
results. In January 2004 the International
Public Management Association for Hu-
man Resources (IPMA–HR) surveyed its
members regarding their workforce plan-
ning efforts. Only 39 percent of respon-
dents reported being actively involved in
succession planning.5

Research concerning local government
succession planning is limited, making
the full extent of succession planning
unknown. However, a recent survey of
fifty North Carolina municipalities re-
vealed that few were conducting succes-
sion planning.6 This article presents the
findings of that survey, describes suc-
cession planning, and recommends ways
in which North Carolina local govern-
ment leaders can start or strengthen suc-
cession planning efforts. 

Definition of Succession Planning

Simply defined, “succession planning” is
a systematic effort to project future lead-
ership requirements, identify leadership

candidates, and develop those candidates
through deliberate learning experiences.
It is part of the broader concept of “work-
force planning,” which provides a “frame-
work for making staffing decisions and
related investments based on an organi-
zation’s mission, strategic plan, budgetary
resources, and desired workforce com-
petencies.”7 Succession planning is the
leadership planning piece of that frame-
work, focusing on leadership positions
at every level of the organization.8

It is not a promise of job security or a
guarantee of a promotion, however. Or-
ganizations engaged in succession plan-
ning still advertise vacancies and consider
applicants from many sources, and they
continue to make offers to the most
qualified candidates. Also, some of the
leadership candidates identified through
succession planning may leave the organ-
ization. Still, one of the goals of succes-
sion planning is to retain more of the
organization’s top candidates by offering
them training, coaching, and develop-
mental opportunities that help them feel
valued by and invested in the organization.

Components of 
Succession Planning

Although modern succession planning
varies by organization, a comprehensive
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review of public- and private-sector
research suggests that planning efforts
have certain common components, as
follows. 

Inclusion and support of senior
management. A persistent theme in the
research is the importance of including
senior management in the development
of a succession plan. Robert Fulmer and
Jay Conger, who studied organizations
with the best practices in succession
management, report that all the organi-
zations “felt fortunate to have the en-
thusiastic support of top management.
But this support was not gratuitous;
instead, it was earned by providing an
essential service to the executives.”9

Senior management also must be ad-
vocates of succession planning, making
it an organizational priority and helping
lower-level managers and employees see
its importance and value. With such a
mindset, for example, one department
might give up a top performer tempor-
arily to another department for a devel-
opmental experience in the best interest
of the organization as a whole.10

Assessment of current and future
workforce needs. Like workforce
planning, succession planning begins
with an organization having a clear view
of the current and future needs of its
workforce. A key part of obtaining this
view is collection and analysis of work-
force data, such as age distribution, turn-
over rates, projected retirements, and
skills. Once collected, these data must be
compared with future workforce needs,
as detailed through business plans and
organizational strategic planning. Gov-

service preparation transition outcomes demographics objectives
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ernmental succession-planning consul-
tant Patrick Ibarra stresses the impor-
tance of building a succession plan from
the current and future priorities iden-
tified in an organization’s strategic plan.
He notes that, too often, employees’
developmental needs are left out of the
strategic planning process.11

Identification of key positions. Key
positions are those that exert “critical
influence on organizational activities—
operationally, strategically, or both.”12

When they are left vacant, difficulties
arise in meeting or exceeding public
expectations or in following through 
on projects of crucial significance.13

Traditional succession planning focused
only on senior management positions.
Today, experts recommend that suc-
cession planning apply to key positions
at any level of the organization. For
example, certain information technology
or health care jobs that require a high
degree of technical or subject-area
knowledge may not traditionally be
considered leadership positions but 
may be of critical importance in an
organization.

Identification of organizational lead-
ership competencies. “Competencies” are
the actions and skills necessary for success
in a particular role. Experts recommend
development of common organizational-
leadership competencies for reasons
such as conveying clear expectations
and standards, linking developmental
activities to organizational goals, and
providing a common organizational
language and framework for evaluating
personnel and setting leadership devel-
opment strategies.14 The National
Academy of Public Administration
strongly recommends that public organ-
izations develop their own list of leader-
ship competencies from a set developed
by the Office of Personnel Management
(see Table 1), adapting it to their
organizational culture as necessary.15

Creation of talent pools. Modern suc-
cession plans create talent pools rather
than identifying a few employees as po-
tential successors for specific positions.
One of the reasons for using this ap-
proach is the suggestion that succession
planning not focus on linear career paths
but identify talent across departments.
Human resource consultant William
Byham recommends using the term

“acceleration pools” instead of “talent
pools” or “high-potential pools.” He
reports that companies prefer this term
to “high-potential pools” because the
latter implies that people not in the pool
do not have high potential.16 Succession
planning expert William Rothwell recom-
mends that talent pools be coordinated
with competency models, performance
management, evaluation strategies, and
developmental opportunities.17

Linkage with development. A crucial
part of succession planning is identifica-
tion or creation of developmental op-

portunities that prepare employees for
key positions. Typically a wide range of
developmental activities is needed, in-
cluding mentoring, coaching, action
learning, and educational programs re-
lated to specific jobs.18 In many succes-
sion planning systems, high-potential em-
ployees are evaluated using “360-degree
feedback,” which provides them with
feedback about their competency gaps,
not only from immediate supervisors
but also from peers, subordinates, and
possibly clients. 

Another popular tool is the individual
development plan, which serves as a
kind of learning contract between the
employee, his or her supervisor, and the
organization. It details what the em-
ployee will do to close any competency
gaps or to become better qualified for
advancement. 

Monitoring and evaluation of the
initiative. Monitoring and evaluation
are necessary to ensure that the program
is meeting workforce needs, that organi-
zational competencies have not changed,
and that program goals are being
achieved. Assessing employees’ devel-
opment is one part of this process. 
For example, annual evaluations of 
employees’ progress toward meeting
developmental goals can help an organi-
zation determine the effectiveness of 
its developmental activities and show
whether or not progress has been made
in preparing the employees to assume
new leadership roles when necessary. 

Performance measures also should be
put in place to determine the effective-
ness of succession planning efforts.
Examples of performance measures to
be used in the evaluation of succession
planning initiatives are the number of
vacancies filled internally versus exter-
nally, the number of high-potential
employees who leave the organization,
and the length of time that key positions
stay vacant. 

North Carolina Research Findings

To determine the extent to which North
Carolina municipalities were employing
the components of succession planning,
the School of Government administered
a survey in 2004. The survey was dis-
tributed to the fifty medium-sized and
large municipalities in North Carolina

Table 1. Office of Personnel 
Management Leadership
Competencies

Leading Change

Continual learning
Creativity and innovation
External awareness
Flexibility
Resilience
Service motivation
Strategic thinking
Vision

Leading People

Conflict management
Integrity/honesty
Leveraging diversity
Team building

Results Driven

Accountability
Customer service
Decisiveness 
Entrepreneurship
Problem solving
Technical credibility

Business Acumen

Financial management
Human resources management
Technology management

Building Coalitions

Influencing/negotiating
Interpersonal skills
Oral communication
Partnering
Political savvy
Written communication

Source: U.S. Office of Personnel Management,
Guide [to the Senior Executive Service]:
Appendix A, Leadership Competency Defini-
tions (n.d.), available at www.opm.gov/ses/
define.asp (last visited Dec. 14, 2006).
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with populations of more than 15,000.19

Thirty responded. Survey content
covered the nature of succession planning
efforts, the identification of succession
planning as a need, timeframes for
developing plans, workforce data col-
lected, planning and analysis activities
conducted, training and development
activities conducted, and barriers to
implementation of succession planning
initiatives. Although only medium-sized
and large municipalities were surveyed,
lessons and recommendations also may
have value for small municipalities.
Survey findings can be categorized into
five areas: the nature of planning, the
need for planning, intention to develop
plans, current efforts and activities, and
barriers to succession planning. 

The nature of planning. Survey
respondents were first asked to identify
the nature of their efforts in succession
planning. The great majority (83 per-
cent) indicated that they did not conduct
succession planning, and no one re-
ported having “formal” succession
planning. Few (17 percent) indicated
that their municipality had informal or
departmentally based plans. 

Data from the 2004 IPMA–HR sur-
vey suggest that North Carolina munici-
palities may be considerably behind
other public-sector organizations. In the
IPMA–HR survey, 39 percent of the
respondents reported that they were
actively involved in succession planning.
Overall, 51 percent of the respondents
identified themselves as city or town/
village governments.

The need for planning. Although only
a small number of respondents con-
ducted succession planning, a majority
—65 percent—reported that their mu-
nicipality had identified such planning
as a need. Jurisdictions’ identifying
succession planning as a need is no
guarantee that they will implement it,
but it is an indicator that they recognize
its importance.

Intention to develop plans. A major-
ity of survey respondents (64 percent)
reported that they intended to develop a
succession plan within three years (see
Figure 1). About 25 percent indicated
that they did not intend to develop a
plan. This figure is noteworthy, con-
sidering the plethora of literature that
indicates the need for this type of

strategic planning. Potential reasons that
these municipalities do not intend to
develop plans are explored later. 

Current efforts and activities. To
determine the scope of activities related
to succession planning that already had
been undertaken by North Carolina
municipalities, the survey identified such
activities and grouped them into one of
three categories: workforce data collec-
tion, analysis and planning, and training
and development (see Table 2). These
categories were considered to be sequen-
tial: Data must be collected before they
can be analyzed and plans can be devel-
oped. After the data have been analyzed
and plans have been developed, the
resulting concepts can be put into action
through training and development.
Given this sequential nature, it is not
surprising that a majority of survey re-
spondents had collected workforce data,
whereas a much smaller proportion had

Figure 1. Intention to Develop a
Succession Plan (n = 28)

Table 2. Activities Related to Workforce and Succession Planning 

Workforce Data Analysis & Planning Training & Development
Collection Activities Activities

Demographics (e.g., Retirement projections Formal cross-training 
gender, race, and ethnicity) programs

Age distribution Competitiveness of Formal mentoring
compensation strategies

Skills Inclusion of human Leadership development
resource section in programs
municipality strategic plan

Competencies Short-term staffing needs Management development 
(1 year or less) programs

Average years of service Long-term staffing needs Individual development
(more than 1 year) plans

Time to fill vacant Recruiting plans Individual-development 
positions gap analysis

Employee performance  Identification of high- Rotational work 
levels potential employees assignments

Turnover rates Identification of critical Identification of 
hiring areas organizational competencies

Labor-market skill  Identification of key 360-degree evaluations
availability positions in the 

municipality

Succession plans Provision of money for 
external training (e.g., to 
cover conference fees and 
course registrations)

Training plans Supervisory training 

Workforce gap analysis Formal coaching

Source: Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession
Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of
N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on file with author).

Source: Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead 
Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succes-
sion Planning in North Carolina Municipalities,
Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference,
Univ. of N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005 (on
file with author)).

More than 
3 years from now

11%

Do not intend to 
develop a plan 

25%

Within 1 year
18%

Within 2 years 
32%

Within 3 years
14%
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conducted training and development
activities. (See the article on page 9 for
detailed tables of municipalities’ survey
responses.)

A majority of municipalities indica-
ted that they collected most of the
workforce data identified by the survey,
such as demographics, turnover rates,
and age distribution. However, less than
25 percent reported that they collected
data about the skills or competencies of
the current workforce. Although most
municipalities indicated that they had
identified such data as a need or were
developing a system to collect them,
20–24 percent indicated that data on the
skills and competencies of their work-
force had not been identified as a need.

Of the 12 analysis and planning
activities identified in the survey, only 5
were selected by more than 50 percent
of municipalities. Also, municipalities
were more likely to indicate that they
had not identified these analysis and
planning activities as a need than they
were to indicate that they had not
identified workforce data collection as a
need. For example, only 31 percent of
respondents reported that their munici-
pality identified high-potential employees,
and 28 percent of those who did not
conduct this activity reported that
identifying high-potential employees
had not been identified as a need. 

In the training and development
category, there was even less uniformity
among municipalities. Ten of the 12 ac-
tivities identified for survey respondents
were conducted by 50 percent or fewer
municipalities. Basic components of
succession planning such as mentoring
and individual-development gap
analysis (analysis of the gap between an
individual’s current competencies and
the desired competencies for his or her
position) were performed by less than
15 percent of respondents. Additionally,
40–50 percent of respondents did not
identify advanced developmental ac-
tivities such as rotational work assign-
ments and 360-degree evaluations as a
need. This finding suggests that munici-
palities may require a better understand-
ing of why these activities are important
to their organizational success.

Barriers to succession planning.
Finally, survey recipients were presented
with a list of ten obstacles to succession

planning and asked which, if any, they
considered to be barriers to implemen-
tation of succession planning initiatives
in their municipality. The most frequently
cited obstacles were a lack of personnel
to manage the program, a lack of time to
participate, organizational culture, low
priority given by senior management,
and insufficient financial resources (see
Table 3). 

Overall, these obstacles suggest that
human resources is not seen as a strategic
player in the responding municipalities.
This observation is supported by the
finding that only 41 percent of respon-
dents had a human resource section in
their municipality’s strategic plan. If
management does not generally support
human resources in the organization,
initiatives led by human resource depart-
ments will encounter difficulties. Although
recent research suggests that all medium-
sized and large North Carolina munici-
palities are conducting strategic planning
(see the article on page 4), clearly a
better case needs to be made for the in-
clusion of human resources as a key
player in strategic planning.20

Conclusions about North
Carolina’s Preparedess

Although formal succession planning
was not occurring in a majority of North
Carolina municipalities responding, a
majority identified such planning as a
need, and most intended to develop plans
within the next three years. Overall, the
survey findings revealed three tiers of

succession planning preparedness in 
the state’s municipalities (see Table 4).
Tier 1 municipalities were the least
prepared, conducting about one-third
of the activities related to workforce 
and succession planning identified in the
literature. Before they attempt develop-
ment of a succession planning and man-
agement program, these municipalities
should strengthen their data collection
and analysis and planning activities. 

The municipalities in Tier 2 were
better prepared to implement succession
planning, for they conducted about one-
half to two-thirds of the identified
activities. Tier 2 municipalities may need
to focus on expanding their training and
development opportunities, developing
a mentoring network, and conducting
evaluative measures such as analysis of
gaps in individual development. 

Tier 3 municipalities already were
conducting many of the essential com-
ponents of succession planning, even if
they did not have a formal plan. The
next steps for these municipalities may
be to garner organizational support for
a formal succession plan, identify high-
potential employees, and take a more
organized, centralized approach to
planning for the future leadership of
their workforce.

About 29 percent of the North Caro-
lina municipalities surveyed fell into 
Tier 1; about 52 percent, into Tier 2;
and about 19 percent, into Tier 3 (see
Table 4). Although this suggests that
most municipalities were not ready to
implement formal succession planning,

Table 3. Barriers to Succession Planning (n = 30)

Rank Barrier                                                    Percentage Citing

1 Insufficient human resources to manage program 60.0

2 Insufficient time to participate 46.7

3 Organizational culture 43.3

4 Low priority given by senior management 40.0

5 Insufficient financial resources 40.0

6 Low priority given by elected officials 26.7

7 Lack of mobility of employees 23.3

8 Lack of role models 10.0

9 Inadequate rewards for initiative/risk 6.7

Source: Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession
Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of
N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on file with author).
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Tier 2 municipalities already were con-
ducting roughly one-half to two-thirds of
the identified workforce and succession
planning activities. If these municipalities
can find the time, personnel, money, and
support to expand their current efforts,
they should be able to move to Tier 3 and
implement succession planning fully.
Open-ended survey responses indicated
a desire among some respondents for
training in succession planning or for
collaboration with other organizations
on succession planning. Training, includ-
ing programs such as those offered
through the ICMA Next Generation
Initiative, can assist municipalities in
moving to greater preparedness.21 These
municipalities also can look to other
local governments for examples of what
succession planning looks like in practice. 

Local Government Succession
Planning in Practice

Case studies or illustrations of succession
planning in practice in local government
are hard to find. Furthermore, even the
organizations that have implemented
some form of succession planning have
been doing so for such a short period
that evaluating their initiatives is diffi-
cult. Nevertheless, local governments all
across the country are taking steps to
implement forms of succession planning
in their jurisdictions. The following
three examples show some of the variety
among initiatives, from a relatively simple
city-manager internship program to a
fully developed succession-management

program. These examples demonstrate
that, regardless of organizational size or
resources, all local governments can
take some steps to improve their leader-
ship development efforts and succession
preparedness.

Three Florida Cities: A City-Manager
Internship Program
Concerned about the availability of high-
potential candidates to fill future vacancies
in city management, three Florida cities
— Daytona Beach Shores, Port Orange,
and South Daytona Beach—partnered to
create a two-year city-manager internship
program.22 The program was designed
to attract young talent to city govern-
ment, specifically recent master’s degree
graduates. Interns serve eight-month ro-
tations in each city, giving them exposure
to cities varying in population from
4,300 to 50,000. Across the internship,
participants work with three city man-
agers and city councils, gaining exposure
to a wide variety of local government
issues and challenges. They also gain
exposure to a network of managers and
cities throughout Florida. 

The program is cost-efficient for the
cities involved, for they split the interns’
salary ($25,000) and benefit costs. In
terms of the resources demanded of the
participating cities, besides the financial
commitment, the program requires a
time commitment from existing city
managers and a willingness on the part
of the managers and city councils to
focus on the long-term organizational
benefit of the program. On completion

of the program, interns are considered
prepared for a job as a city manager of a
small community or as an assistant city
manager of a medium-sized one.

Roseville, California: A Management-
Development Assessment Center
In 1997, succession planning became 
a priority in Roseville, California, popu-
lation 100,000, when city leaders realized
that 11 of 15 department heads would
be eligible for retirement by 2003.23

Roseville has since developed an inte-
grated leadership-development strategy,
including a competency model for senior
managers, a succession plan, a mentor-
ing program, and individual develop-
ment plans. 

A unique component of Roseville’s
strategy is a management-development
assessment center, which helps managers
develop the core competencies critical to
the city’s success. The city hired a con-
sultant to identify the competencies
through interviews with its managers.
The interviews produced eight well-
defined “management dimensions” that
all department heads must master to be
effective—communication, decision
making, interpersonal effectiveness,
leadership style, administrative effective-
ness, flexibility, planning/organization
skills, and a developmental orientation.
Department directors also described
what each dimension “looked like” in
action and gave examples of actual
situations that required exercising one
or more of the eight dimensions. 

Following the identification of the
dimensions, the city put in place an
integrated assessment-center process to
develop the competencies. The assess-
ment center has six elements: (1) a back-
ground questionnaire, in which partici-
pants assess themselves on the eight di-
mensions and describe a work experi-
ence that illustrates a strength in one
dimension and a need to develop in
another; (2) a personal interview, which
focuses on the eight dimensions; (3) an
in-basket exercise that enables partici-
pants to demonstrate skills in six of the
management dimensions; (4) a group-
interaction activity to analyze a citywide
issue and make recommendations, while
assessors observe; (5) a team activity in
which participants develop implemen-
tation plans for their recommendations

Table 4. Succession Planning Preparedness (n = 21)

Number of Workforce 
& Succession Planning 
Activities Conducted
(Out of Possible 33) Percentage of Organizations

Tier 1
Least Prepared 8–12 28.7

Tier 2
Moderately Prepared 14–21 52.4

Tier 3
Most Prepared 23–29 19.2

Source: Christina E. Ritchie, Who Will Lead Tomorrow’s Workforce? The Status of Succession
Planning in North Carolina Municipalities, Paper Presented at the Capstone Conference, Univ. of
N.C. at Chapel Hill (Apr. 8, 2005) (on file with author).

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.
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and prepare formal presentations to the
city manager, again while assessors ob-
serve; and (6) completion of the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator (a widely used
instrument for assessing personality type
and showing how personality type
influences interactions with others).

Following completion of the assess-
ment center, participants receive formal
feedback via a written report and
through an in-person meeting with an
assessment center consultant. Partici-
pants are expected to use the feedback
in constructing their individual develop-
ment plans. Roseville also uses the as-
sessment center data to develop citywide
training and development programs. 

The cost to the city for the program
has been about $850 per participant. In
2000 the city won an award from the
California League of Cities for its use of
assessment centers to promote employee
development.

Henrico County, Virginia: A Succession
Management Program 
The succession management program of
Henrico County, Virginia, population
262,300, has been recognized by the
National Association of Counties and
the Richmond Human Resources Man-
agement Association.24 The program be-
gan following a review of county work-
force data in 2003, which revealed that
44 percent of upper-level managers would
be eligible for full retirement by 2008.
The program was implemented to address
two concerns: (1) the loss of intellectual
capital in key positions as upper-level man-
agers became eligible to retire in record
numbers and (2) the decreasing number
of younger adults in the workforce avail-
able to develop the skills necessary to move
into higher-level positions. Five steps for
an effective succession-management
program were described to upper-level
managers, including identifying key po-
sitions, identifying competencies of key
positions, developing employees, assessing
the results of development, and evaluat-
ing the program. The program consisted of
two phases: (1) teaching supervisors how
to guide employees through a professional
development process using individualized
learning plans; and (2) providing infor-
mation to upper-level managers on stra-
tegies for developing subordinate mana-
gers to plan for succession. 

In the two years before implementa-
tion of the initiative, only 2 of 7 upper-
level manager positions were filled with
internal candidates. In the years since
the initiative was introduced, internal
candidates have filled 16 of 18 such
positions. 

The county later widened the initia-
tive by also identifying middle managers
as key position holders. According to
George H. Cauble Jr., Henrico’s director
of human resources, “‘Henrico County
is working hard to maintain leadership
continuity both now and in the future so
as to ensure the knowledge acquired by
those in key positions in the County will
not leave when these individuals do.’”25

Recommendations for Starting 
or Strengthening Succession
Planning 

Based on the School of Government
survey findings and the review of the
succession planning research, the fol-
lowing recommendations are provided
for organizations that want to begin
succession planning or strengthen their
existing planning efforts. 

1. Advocate for the importance of
human resources as a strategic
partner in the organization.

For the workforce to be responsive to
changing environments, human re-
sources must be integrated into the or-
ganization’s general strategic planning.26

Organizational leaders must make the
case to both elected and appointed
officials that human resource employees
are more than just enforcers of regula-
tions and should be involved in strategic
planning as a key part of the manage-
ment team.27 With regard to succession
planning specifically, those spearheading
the initiative must provide the manage-
ment team with evidence of the impor-
tance of long-term leadership planning
to the organization’s future success. 
If an organization generally lacks an
overall long-term vision, leadership
needs to make a broader case that long-
term planning is essential for organi-
zational effectiveness. Acquiring senior
management support will help ensure
allocation of time to planning, and
dedication of monetary and human
resources to it.

2. Evaluate organizational readiness
for succession planning.

An organization seeking to evaluate
how well equipped it is to implement
succession planning may want first to
determine in which tier of preparedness
it is located. It can do this by examining
how many of the activities related to
workforce and succession planning it
currently conducts (see Table 2).
Evaluating current preparedness also
will help the organization determine
what needs to be done next for
succession planning to be effective. 

Tier 1 organizations might begin by
strengthening their overall data collec-
tion and workforce planning efforts.
Tier 2 organizations might focus on
bolstering their training and develop-
ment activities. Tier 3 organizations
might look to other local government
examples such as Henrico County,
Virginia, for assistance in implementing
formal succession planning. 

3. Strengthen employee evaluation
and development activities.

To ensure that current employees will be
capable of filling future leadership va-
cancies, organizations need to evaluate
employee readiness better and offer
training and development opportunities
to fill in individual gaps. Development
of organizational leadership compe-
tencies is one way to give leadership
candidates a clear guide to the traits and
skills that they should cultivate to be
successful. Individual development plans
are a tool that organizations and em-
ployees can use to hold each other
accountable for the employees’ develop-
ment. Opportunities such as rotational
work assignments may strengthen or-
ganizational knowledge and are another
way to create a cadre of well-rounded
leaders. Further, employee development
programs can be a recruitment tool and
a way to be seen as an employer of
choice in a market in which high-
potential young workers often are
choosing the private sector over the
public sector.28

4. Commit to improving planning
efforts, regardless of organizational
size or resources.

Approaches such as talent pools or
assessment centers may not be possible
in municipalities with few employees,
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but this should not deter succession
planning altogether.29 Even small
organizations can take such steps as
identifying organizational competencies,
developing mentoring programs, and
creating employee development plans.
Small organizations might consider fol-
lowing the example of the three Florida
cities and partnering with neighboring
local governments to share the costs of
succession planning initiatives. Because
succession planning does require some
organizational investment regardless of
the scope of the program, it also is
important for organizations to establish
some program performance measures or
evaluative tools.

Conclusion

Although the 2004 School of Govern-
ment survey revealed that few North
Carolina municipalities were conducting
succession planning efforts, it was en-
couraging to learn that most municipal-
ities had identified it as a need. The next
5–10 years will be of crucial importance
for local governments as they attempt 
to develop their leadership talent pool
and prevent the loss of organizational
knowledge when the baby boomers
retire. The examples and recommenda-
tions provided in this article offer
organizations ways to begin or improve
planning efforts. Although many organ-
izations have heard the succession
planning alarm, they may have been
hitting the snooze button. It now is time
to wake up: organizations should wait
no longer to begin implementing
succession planning efforts. 
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