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W
hen one gets 
appointed to 
a leadership 
position for the 
first time, they 
get a mix of 

excitement and worries. The worries can 
sometimes lead to sleepless nights. 

Would it not be awesome if there 
was a manual?  What if you knew just 
what to do in day one, week one, month 
one, 90 days? Below are some quick 
invaluable nuggets for those assuming 
leadership roles for the first time.  

Case A:  Internal promotion 
Most likely, this was expected and you 

have proved your worth. Take the case 

of Mary who after years of hard work 

gets appointed the head of marketing. 

The do’s and don’ts

1. Do not assume you know everything 
and hit the ground running. Take time to 
study the new role, deliverables and how 
they differ from the ones you are used to. 
Many people assume they know it, yet 
what they continue doing is the older job 
in a new office and a new title.

2. Anticipate resistance and plan how 
you will build collaboration. Of course 
other people were eyeing the position, 
and some even thought they were more 
deserving than you. While you have 
to prove that your appointment was 
on merit, do not get the temptation to 
disrespect others. Remember to build, 
strengthen and manage relationships, 
but this time beyond your former peers 
to include your new peers and your 
seniors. Each of these relationships is 
unique in its own way.

3. Prepare your visibility plan for the 
first 90 days. Do not assume that your 
new role is a continuation of the previous 
one. Past performance will not speak for 
you. Indeed, the new summit has just 
taken you to a new beginning where your 
leadership capabilities will be measured, 
and using a different set of indicators. 
Identify your areas of immediate impact 
and prepare your visibility plan for the first 
90 days. 

4. Act, look, walk, talk, think the part. 
This seems easy except for “thinking 
the part”. It is important that you train 
yourself to think one to two steps ahead. 
This is what we call developing the 
Higher Order Thinking (HOT) agility. You 
have to be able to demonstrate all levels 
of intelligence including experiential, 
meta-cognition and emotional 
intelligence. Luckily, all these are 
developable and not really genetic.  While 
you previously relied on your boss for 
solutions and decisions, now the buck 
stops at you.  You have to demonstrate 
that you get and the bigger picture and 
your language have to be well aligned. 
Will you pass the test? 

5. Be careful not to trash your 
predecessor no matter what. Instead, 
let your views come across as fresh 
perspectives given where you just came 
from. Remember, this is a new shoe and 
may not yet be hurting cones… and even 
when you deliver better, the predecessor 
leaves the judgment to your audience.

6. Make a deliberate effort to 
collaborate upwards. Remember, these 
people have known you, probably for 
years, and now you are joining their 
“club”. They will be judging everything 

you say and do. That is why you have to 
start small, do less of talking and more of 
listening. Build your circle of supporters 
in the form of informants, power-base 
and mentors. Know whom to go to 
when you need what, and remember to 
be thankful every time someone offers 
help. As you collaborate, learn their ways 
of doing things and mirror them or else 
you will remain feeling “new” and you 
definitely don’t want the latter.

7. Master the art of managing your 
boss (es) - Even after that promotion; 
you will still have a boss. If you have a 
new boss, you will need to spend time 
to master his/her way of doing things. 
Do not expect the boss to change his/
her modalities to accommodate you. 
Take responsibility and adjust as quickly 
as possible.  This way, you can be sure 
to win their confidence and support 
soonest. And as you prove how good 
you are, remember not to seem to outdo, 
or over-step.

8. Be accommodative of your recent 
peers. Basically, make your transition 
from followership to leadership gradual. 
Disengage gradually with your former 
peers, who are now your followers. 
Many people want to report on their 
role on day one and totally disconnect 
with their yesterday’s peers now that 
they are the boss. Walk carefully and 
slowly, and use the transition to bridge 
the relationship gap. One way to do this 
well is consolidating the issues that need 
your attention as a boss and genuinely 
offer support to your new followers as a 
colleague and boss. As you sort out their 
issues one by one, you will win your team’s 
trust and respect, and you will not have to 
announce to anyone that you are the boss.
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9. Take probation period seriously 
(even though you are an insider). The 
leadership game is different, deliverables 
and impacts far reaching and with bigger 
implications. Get your key performance 
indicators (KPIs) right, and keep track of 
your progress.

Case B:  Leadership appointment in 
a new organisation
Alan got appointed as the Supply 

Chain Manager in a new multinational 

company. His previous position was 

that of materials planner in a much 

smaller organisation.  This is a new 

role and in a new organisation. The 

challenges are a bit more complex.

The do’s and don’ts 
All the rules above, except rule number 
eight apply, but with a bit of a tweak. 
There are six additional rules that would 
be of great help to Alan:

1. Getting grounded fast. Take your 
time to study the business strategy of 
your new organisation, the key strategic 
objectives, how your part fits into 
the matrix, your key deliverables and 
respective KPI’s. Assume nothing and 
seek clarification as early as possible 
during probation.

2. Know and guard your “strategic 
sweet spot”- Though you already got 
hired, find out why you emerged the 
best candidate. Knowing this helps you 
guard that which is your unique selling 
proposition (what is referred to as your 
strategic sweet spot) and link this to the 
priorities of the organisation.

3. Familiarise yourself with the 
predominant leadership style… and 
adjust to fit in as you start.  This will 
give you a better learning position than 
staging fights from day one. Once you 
have acclimatised, you can gradually 
come up with a harmonious blend.

4. Take time to understand your new 
team of followers. There are key things 
that can quickly connect you to your 

new followers. Take time to hold 
brief conversations around their 
backgrounds, aspirations and 
motivations, their qualifications, 
career plans and personality types 
among others.  Remember, these 
are new relationships and if you 
handle them well, you will win the 
respect of the team.
 
5. Invest time 
in studying and 
understanding the 
culture. Identify and 
understand the 
cultural artefacts and 
the tacit assumptions 
which then inform 
what we call the 
shared values 
(how we do things 
here).  Failure to 
understand this 
will land you in 
trouble sooner or 
later. You may have 
ideas of what works 
best, and part of why 
you were hired may be to 
change the culture, but still, do 
not hit the ground running.
 
6. Take time to understand 
the power base and power lines 
and align yourself accordingly 
so that you do not hit landmines 
too soon. Besides, if you are 
to make the first 90 days impactful 
and announce your arrival in style and 
confidence, you will need to understand 
the power lines, some of which will be on 
the surface and others hidden.

It may seem easy, but in actual fact, 
each of the rules presented has lots of 
work to be done consciously and behind 
scenes. Remember, no one has to know 
how hard you are working to master the 
rules. It is equivalent to holding two new 
jobs; one the real 8 – 5 leadership role 
and the hidden being the strategy for 
mastering and applying these rules.  

Luckily, if you want help to master 
the rules and apply them with ease and 
elegance, you can access resources to 

support you . If you are lucky, your HR 
may be willing to pay for you as part of 
on-boarding process. 

Even when there is an internal on-
boarding programme for new employees 
joining different levels in the organisation, 
there is still quite a bit you will have to 
do on your own.  Whatever it takes, take 
your time to get it right. It is worth every 
bit of effort both immediately and in the 
long-run.

Email: Eileen.laskar@careercentre.co.ke 

After a promotion, be accomodative of 
your recent past.


