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Succession Planning Guide
2026
How to build leadership pipelines that ensure business continuity
and accelerate development in European organisations.

Succession planning is one of the highest-ROI talent investments available, and one of
the least practised. When a critical role becomes vacant without a prepared successor,
the organisation faces both vacancy cost and the opportunity cost of delayed strategic
execution.

76%

of European SMEs have no
formal succession plan for

critical roles

18 months

average time to fill a C-suite
role without a successor

44%

lower regrettable turnover
with mature succession

programmes
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Mature succession planning is not about identifying a single heir for every role. It is
about systematically assessing business continuity risk, building development pipelines
that create internal options, and maintaining honest succession maps reviewed at least
annually.

The business continuity case for succession

Every organisation has roles whose sudden vacancy would cause serious operational or
strategic disruption. Mapping these roles before they become vacant is the starting
point. Plot role criticality against replacement difficulty; the high-critical, high-difficulty
quadrant is the priority.

Role type Criticality
Replacement
difficulty

Typical timeline

CEO / Managing Director Very high 12-18 months 3-5 year development horizon

Technical lead, single point of
knowledge

High 6-12 months 2-3 years

Sales and revenue critical
roles

High 3-6 months 1-2 years

Operational delivery roles Medium Medium 1-2 years

Specialist support roles Medium 1-3 months
Identify talent, develop
opportunistically

The succession readiness framework

Succession readiness exists on a spectrum. Classifying candidates by readiness level
enables focused investment and honest board conversation about succession risk.

Readiness level Definition
Development
investment

Board communication

Ready now
80% capable, can
step up in <30 days

Exposure
assignments, final
preparation

Low risk, acknowledge in
board report

Ready 12-18 months
60-75% ready, gaps
documented

Structured
development plan,
sponsor assigned

Medium risk, progress tracked

Ready 24-36 months
High potential,
early-stage

Stretch projects,
coaching,
cross-functional
moves

Medium-high risk, investment
confirmed

No internal candidate
No credible internal
option

External pipeline
building

High risk, proactive external
search
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Development actions that actually work

The 70:20:10 model holds up well in European succession research. Formal training is
the least effective investment for succession candidates.

•  Stretch assignments outside their functional comfort zone in a failure-safe
environment.

•  Acting-up opportunities covering the target role during leave, real experience,
limited stakes.

•  Cross-functional rotations of 3-6 months in a different function build breadth
systematically.

•  Executive coaching for 6-12 months, most effective when linked to specific
succession gaps.

•  External board or advisory roles that build governance perspective beyond the
current organisation.

•  Formal sponsorship where a senior leader actively advocates for and creates
opportunities for the successor.

Succession planning for diverse pipelines

Succession planning that defaults to people who look like current leaders systematically
produces homogeneous pipelines. Evidence-based programmes actively monitor
demographic composition and set explicit diversification goals.

Pipeline diversity lever Implementation Impact

Structured nomination, not
self-selection

HR nominates against criteria,
managers do not self-select

Reduces unconscious in-group
preference by 38%

Blind succession scoring
Remove name and demographics
before readiness assessment

Reduces affinity bias in readiness
ratings

Diversity targets for succession
pools

Explicit goals, e.g. >40% women
in succession pools

Accountability mechanism,
measurable

Sponsorship of non-traditional
candidates

Senior leader advocates for
diverse candidates

Creates opportunity access, not
just development

Succession plan review and governance

The governance standard for succession is a board review of the top 10
roles annually, with the CEO presenting readiness ratings and development
investment updates. This board accountability transforms succession from
an HR process into a strategic governance priority.
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Technology for succession planning

Tool type Best for Key feature Cost

Structured spreadsheet
Companies <200
employees

Owned,
customisable, no
implementation

Free

HRIS succession module
Companies with
HRIS

Integrated with
performance data

Included in HRIS

Dedicated talent
management platform

500+ employees
9-box, development
tracking, reporting

EUR 50,000+/yr

AI-powered talent intelligence 1,000+ employees
Skills matching to
succession
requirements

EUR 80,000+/yr

Forward outlook 2026-2030

The EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive drives formal succession adoption in
2026. AI-powered succession matching reaches commercial viability in 2027. By 2028
readiness assessments update continuously rather than annually, and by 2030
predictive attrition modelling triggers proactive succession acceleration before vacancy
occurs.

Built for what's next.
tenperzent.com is the AI-native ATS designed for European hiring in 2026 -
GDPR by default, EU AI Act compliant, free to start, €79/month to scale.
Start free at tenperzent.com


