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Appendix J
How to Effectively Manage Transitions  

in Leadership and Key Personnel62

by Gilmore Crosby

A PrAcTicAL METHodoLogy

One of our clients recently requested advice on how to 
manage changes in key personnel; his concern was 

about a change of personnel in a key supplier organization. 
This appendix focuses on a simple method for managing 
such changes: transition meetings/new reporting relationship 
meetings (NRRs).

NRRs were developed by the U.S. Navy (and have been 
practiced for decades by Crosby & Associates). The Navy 
conducted research on the impact of transitions (see Chart 
#1, “Characteristics of the Transition State”), and docu-
mented a consistent decrease in effectiveness and produc-

cHArT #1:  
cHArAcTErisTics of THE TrAnsiTion sTATE

1. High uncertainty/low stability.
2. High levels of “inconsistency” (perceptual).
3. High emotional stress on people.
4. High energy (often undirected).
5. Control becomes a major issue.
6. Past patterns of behavior become explicitly valued.
7. Conflict increases, especially intergroup.
8. Productivity decrease.
9. Transition is an error-likely situation  

(miscommunication, mistakes and injuries are  
more likely to occur).*

* This item added by the editor based on the human performance fun-
damentals work conducted during recent years by the nuclear industry.
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tivity lasting approximately six months (Chart #2, below). 
Their findings further show a reliable reduction of the 
period of disruption from six months to a month when the 
NRR method was applied.

cHArT #2: THE TrAnsiTion sTATE

The essence of an NRR is a facilitated conversation be-
tween the subordinates and new leader as soon as possible 
(or the continuing personnel and the new key person which, 
for the sake of brevity, we will refer to as the “subordinates” 
and the “leader” throughout the remainder of this docu-
ment). Although many leaders assume some time should 
pass before such a session, no period of familiarization is 
necessary prior to an NRR. The Navy conducted their NRRs 
as soon as the new officer came aboard.

An NRR does, however, involve preparation. At mini-
mum, the facilitator interviews the new leader prior to the 
session. Ideally, they interview the subordinates as well. The 
interviews allow the facilitator an opportunity to build rap-
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port, discuss the process, clarify their own role (which is to 
orchestrate the process and reinforce active listening skills 
on the part of the leader and the subordinates), and stimu-
late the participants thinking. Topics range from the leader’s 
intentions regarding decision making and leadership style to 
the subordinates’ views on the organization’s strengths and 
weaknesses. 

The NRR session begins with introductions, any expecta-
tions the new leader may have (such as inviting people to 
be as open with them as possible), the facilitator’s role, a 
“ground-rule” for the dialogue (to be elaborated on later in 
the…article), and a review of the agenda. It’s also helpful if 
the new leader gives a brief overview of how they intend to 
manage, so the participants have more to chew on.

The new leader then steps out of the room for approxi-
mately an hour, giving the participants a chance to think 
out loud and get organized. A cheat sheet of what individu-
als want to ask or tell the leader is recorded on a flipchart. 
The facilitator assists the participants in getting behaviorally 
specific. For example, if they want the new leader to “trust” 
them, or “show respect,” the facilitator will ask them to clar-
ify what behaviors would lead them to that judgment about 
the leader (the subordinates might, for instance, believe 
delegating certain decisions and tasks would be evidence of 
trust and respect).

When working on a cross-functional relationship (such 
as the change in a key supplier position that prompted this 
article) modifications to the process, such as having both 
parties identify what they can do different to improve the 
work flow, can help get the relationship off on the right foot. 

The leader’s return is our cue to elaborate on the “ground-
rule” (as promised above): the design calls for individuals to 
speak for themselves when it’s time for their items on the cheat 
sheet. The outcome of many team members gaining the ex-
perience of testing the waters directly with the new boss (and 
visa versa) will be watered down if the facilitator or a spokes-
person speaks for them, or if the boss reads off the questions 
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and launches into a monologue. If a participant doesn’t want 
to risk being direct during the meeting, the facilitator encour-
ages them to find some timely way outside the NRR to raise it 
with the leader. Because it can initially invoke some anxiety, 
it’s important to discuss this ground-rule in the preparation 
interviews, and again at the start of the session.

During the dialogue the facilitator tracks commitments 
(who, what & by-when...tasks and behaviors agreed on by 
the leader and/or the subordinates), helps untangle miscom-
munication, and continues to reinforce “being direct.” The 
process is complete with the exhaustion of the “ask/tell” list. 
For maximum effect, commitments are reviewed in a similar 
session 1 to 3 months down the road, and informally during 
the interim.

cHArT #3: nrr sAMPLE AgEndA

1. Supervisor kickoff/agenda/ground rules/leader’s  
expectations/leadership style  
(30 minutes maximum).

2. Supervisor exit & group generates ask/tell list  
(approx. 1 hour).

3. Group dialogue/agreements  
(two hours if briskly paced).

The following questions are intended to be used in the 
new reporting relationship meeting.
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Potential Transition Topics

by Chris Crosby

The following represent common areas to be ad-
dressed during work transitions. They are meant to 
stimulate thinking of what could be brought up during 
this meeting.

Credentials
♦♦ What is your background? What skills and knowl-

edge do you bring? What degrees/education do you 
have?

♦♦ What do you want us to know about you?
♦♦ Do you tend to more hands on or hands off?
♦♦ What type of behavior is necessary to be effective 

while working with you?

BasiC COmmuniCatiOn and POliCies
♦♦ How do you like to be communicated with? By 

email? In person? By phone?
♦♦ Do you hold work team meetings? How often? Past 

meetings were effective/not effective.
♦♦ How do you want to handle vacations? 

sOlving issue/PrOBlems
♦♦ If I have a problem how much data do you need? 

How would you prefer to receive it?
♦♦ Can I bring you issues that I do not know how to 

solve? 

struCture
♦♦ How are decisions made? Who is consulted before 

the decision? Who is informed after the fact? Who 
can veto a decision?
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♦♦ I can/cannot make decisions that I need to do my 
job.

♦♦ There are a few decisions that I have to wait for in 
which I would like to make myself.

♦♦ Our work flow is working/not working.

Current issues
♦♦ Our work group has been running at X efficiency.   
♦♦ The major issues are X and Y.
♦♦ These are the organization’s key strengths? Weak-

nesses?
♦♦ These things get in the way of me doing my job.
♦♦ How do you function as a team? What is your role 

in the team?
♦♦ I hope you change this part of our culture.

WOrk team inPut needs
♦♦ As a team we get/don’t get tools/info/support to do 

our job. 
♦♦ Our internal suppliers/customers work well/poorly.

emPlOyee utilizatiOn
♦♦ I have X skills that are not being utilized
♦♦ Our department is structured effectively/not effec-

tively.
♦♦ Person task fit is working well/not working well in 

our job.

HistOry
♦♦ I want to conserve this part/none of how we were 

functioning prior to your arrival
♦♦ Life here has been easy/difficult. Here is the story of 

the last ten years.
♦♦ These are the informal rules that determine how 

things really get done here.
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diffiCult mOments Of disagreement  
(COnfliCt)

♦♦ How would you describe your conflict style?
♦♦ If I disagree with you can I tell you? In public? Be-

hind closed doors?

aCCOuntaBility
♦♦ How do you hold your people accountable?
♦♦ Our past boss always/never/rarely supported new 

initiatives or critical daily work by gaining clarity 
of direction and holding people appropriately ac-
countable.

♦♦ There is/isn’t singlepoint accountability for each 
role, task and action.

♦♦ Actions here always/never/rarely get done on time 
and when slipping people always/never/rarely let oth-
ers know when they will miss the date.


