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Succession Management, Part 1: A Strategy to Combat the Staffing Shortage in the Clinical Laboratory
By Diane Frances, President, Getting in Gear

Faced with an aging workforce and many employees on the verge of retirement, many laboratory managers are looking at the future of their facility and throwing up their hands in dismay. “Where will I find qualified staff to replace those who are leaving? What, if anything, can I do to stave off a desperate situation in the future?”
In such an environment, planning staffing succession is not only encouraged, but in many facilities, it is vital to survival. In Part One of this two-part series, we will discuss the elements of succession management and explain why it is so critical in an environment where the available talent pool is shrinking. Part Two will explore the concepts of succession management using a case study and commentary from fellow laboratory managers.
What Is Succession Management?

While you may be familiar with the term “succession planning,” it is helpful to realize that you must do more than simply have a mental succession plan. For succession plans to succeed, they must be actively managed to produce the necessary results. As such, I prefer the term “succession management” to “succession planning.” 
Succession management encompasses the entire succession process, beginning with a thorough understanding of the knowledge and skills required for execution of the organization’s strategies, followed by a rigorous assessment of current talent, and finishing with the creation and implementation of robust development plans to fill your talent pipeline. It also includes the development of support systems that train managers on the succession management process, track the necessary information, and measure results.
By now, most managers realize that succession management is an ongoing process and not an annual event or, even worse, a one-time event performed when a gaping hole is exposed within the organization. By making succession management an ongoing process, managers can send clear signals to their employees that they value individual staff development. This has the added bonus of increasing the retention rate of current employees and attracting top talent when it is time to hire new staff members. 
Ideally, succession management is a process that is consistent across an entire organization. It is led by the Chief Executive Officer, run by senior managers, and supported by human resources staff. This, however, is not the case in many health-care organizations. Be assured, however, that you can adapt the approach outlined in this article to your laboratory. Not only will you sleep better at night with a succession management process in place, but you will be a shining example for your organization that may encourage them to adopt a plan throughout every department.
Identifying Your Best People

There is an adage that says, “When fighting off alligators, it is important not to forget to drain the swamp.” In a nutshell, that sentence sums up the purpose of succession management. It is challenging to find the time and resources to put a proactive process in place when you feel like you are up to your neck in alligators, yet being proactive in will allow you to eliminate panic situations when you need to respond to staff departures.

Today’s clinical laboratory industry is facing a talent shortage that is bordering on a crisis. Far too few new graduates are entering the field each year and experienced laboratorians are retiring at a rapid rate. Increasing regulations, new technologies, and the ever-increasing pressure to reduce costs and turnaround times makes the job of a laboratory manager extremely challenging on a day-to-day basis. 
In such a state, you cannot dismiss the possibility that the people you have in place today will step up to help ease the current staffing challenge. Many of them have the experience to adapt, and they know the personal satisfaction that comes from recognizing their impact on patient health. Wouldn’t it pay to keep these seasoned employees motivated and satisfied by investing in their development so that you have a cadre of experienced professionals from which to select when openings in leadership positions occur? That is what succession management is all about.
It’s About Leadership

Yours. And the development of theirs. The goal of succession management is to create a pipeline of leaders who are ready to take on that next assignment. Because they have had a series of development assignments, be they formal positions or special projects, they have honed the skills identified as being critical to the organization in executing its long-term strategies.
While each employee has the ultimate responsibility for his or her development, as the leader you must create and manage the process that provides the resources and coaching to support their success and that ensures a direct link to the needs and goals of the organization. 
Getting Started

Whether you are creating a succession management process for your entire organization or piloting it in your laboratory, it is important to begin with a thorough understanding of your overall goals, strategies, and objectives. Those determinations should be used to define the skills, knowledge, and personal characteristics you require. 
At the start of a succession management process, it is important to review all job descriptions to be sure they reflect the current needs and future direction of your facility. Health care is a rapidly-changing field, with new technology and new delivery models being introduced regularly. Job descriptions should be updated as needed to reflect the current landscape of necessary skills, knowledge, and personal characteristics.
Reviewing job descriptions allows managers to reflect on the skills staff truly need to succeed in today’s clinical laboratory. It may be relatively easy to identify the technical skills necessary for certain positions, but managers may need time to determine what competencies and personal traits each position requires. The creation of this “leadership profile” allows managers to articulate all of the skills and knowledge each position in their laboratory requires (Table 1).
By clarifying this leadership profile, the guesswork is eliminated for managers as well as employees. Planning future development becomes more streamlined as employees are prepared to move into future roles.
While this set of activities may take some time initially, it has a huge pay off in terms of creating alignment between the goals and needs of the organization and the staffing necessary to achieve them. Once it is completed, it can be kept up to date with much less effort. 
Do We Have What it Takes?

Once you have job descriptions for all posts in your facility, the next step involves matching the skills of your employees with those descriptions. At an individual level, this exercise helps you and your employees clarify strengths and identify areas for improvement. Individual development plans — both for the current position and for longer-term organizational needs — flow naturally from this assessment.
As you conduct these individual assessments, you may find yourself instinctively recognizing those employees who are ready for increased leadership responsibility, as well as those who have potential but may need further development opportunities.
At the department or organizational level, this exercise will allow you to assess your overall bench strength in comparison to the skill, competency, and leadership requirements of the entire organization. 
When that task is complete, match your “ready now” and “ready later” candidates with your current openings, as well as those you anticipate to open up within the next 12-18 months. Ideally, you will have several possible candidates to choose from for each position. At the completion of this assessment, you will know what positions you may be able to fill immediately from amongst current staff, what skills you need to develop from within, and what positions you may need to look outside to hire if the gap is urgent and there are no viable internal candidates. 
This assessment should be documented so it can be shared amongst the managers in your department and across your organization to enable the succession management process to succeed.
Filling the Pipeline: Development Planning

Effective development plans should involve a partnership between the manager and the employee. They should address needs specific to an employee’s current role and include activities that strengthen their capabilities to fill future roles. By reviewing development plans regularly, both you and your employee can ensure that progress is being made, and you can be confident that the leadership pipeline is being filled.
When you meet with your employees individually, begin with a discussion that focuses on the employee’s current role. Talk about existing requirements as well as new priorities and challenges that may be on the horizon. Be sure to address both the technical and interpersonal components of their job. Point out strengths and identify areas that need improvement. Finally, reinforce the connection between their role and the needs of the overall organization.
Take the time to understand the long-term career goals of your employee and help him or her see how they fit into the larger organization’s plans in terms of possible future roles. Identify skill, knowledge, and leadership competency gaps.
If gaps exist in an employee’s ability to fulfill the expectations of their current role or a desired future role, it is essential to create an actionable and measurable plan to fill those gaps. These development needs can be met in a variety of ways, including job expansion, on-the-job coaching, job rotation, lateral moves, special projects, formal training, and self-study programs. 
Be creative, but be sure that you both agree that the development assignment will help the employee learn or improve the desired skill. Consider assigning a mentor to provide guidance and feedback as part of the development plan. This approach has the added benefit of enabling you to assess the employee’s capability to learn, a critical competency for leaders in a rapidly-changing world. 
Support Systems

You can implement the elements of a succession management process today using your department’s goals, strategies, objectives, job descriptions, organizational chart, and a spreadsheet for tracking assessments, gaps, development plans, and projected openings. Over time, more sophisticated tools may make the assessment, planning, and tracking easier and help you to share it across the organization. 
Creating a support system will help institutionalize succession management within your organization. Training managers to assess and develop planning mechanisms provides consistency. This is important for employees so that the succession process is predictable. It will also allow your organization to develop assessments that are calibrated and therefore comparable. As your succession management process becomes more robust, you will be able to identify specific roles that are developmental in nature and resources that can be used to support learning.

You may want to consider creating a development committee that will meet on a regular basis to review the “ready now” and “ready later” candidates in terms of measuring their development progress and matching them to expected upcoming openings. This activity can put you ahead of the curve so that, as openings occur, these pre-identified candidates can be moved smoothly into their new positions. 
Human resource professionals can be helpful allies in the creation and institutionalization of a succession management process. They should act as your partner to ensure the quality and consistency of the process. 
Conclusion

Shared, active management of your employees’ development demonstrates your commitment to them. In an environment of shrinking talent, this investment in their future makes it easier to promote your employees from within and provides a clear path up instead of out in order for them to advance their careers. 
Employees today are seeking more than a day’s pay for a day’s work. They are looking for opportunities to develop new skills, expertise, and capabilities that keep them relevant in today’s changing job market. Retention rates are higher in organizations that provide these opportunities for employees. Succession management helps you prepare your employees for the future while ensuring that you have a talent pool capable of meeting the needs of your organization today and in the future.
In Part 2 of this series, several CLMA members will analyze and provide their comments on a fictitious but realistic succession case study. Watch for it in the September issue of Vantage Point. 
Looking for additional information on succession management? Try the following helpful resources:
1. Conger JA, Fulmer RM. Developing Your Leadership Pipeline. Harvard Business Review. 2003:12:76-84.
2. Conger JA, Fulmer RM. Growing Your Company’s Leaders: How Great Organizations Use Succession Management to Sustain Competitive Advantage. New York; American Management Association: 2003.
3. Cespedes FV, Galford RM. Succession and Failure. Harvard Business Review. 2004;6:31-42.
4. Walker CA. Saving Your Rookie Managers from Themselves. Harvard Business Review. 2002;4:97-102.

Table 1


Elements of a Leadership Profile





Outcomes


Effective leaders deliver results through their:�


Vision


Innovation


Credibility


Stewardship





Competencies


Effective leaders demonstrate:�


Strategic Focus


Bias for Action


Customer Orientation


Business Acumen


Persuasion and Influence


Interpersonal Effectiveness


Organizational Development


Global Perspective


Creative Problem Solving


Integrity





Personal Traits


Effective leaders are self-aware and emotionally resilient. They build effective relationships because they are empathetic, patient, and trustworthy. Because they take a broad view, effective leaders are open to new ideas and can navigate complex situations.








