
Though the process might seem cumbersome, it saves an organization 
confusion further down the line and provides valuable insights to ensure 
a smooth transition. Through an analysis at this level, what might not 
be obvious comes to the forefront. You may learn that your Director of 
Finance is actually the alarm company’s first contact if there is an office 
break-in, or that your Human Resources Manager keeps the keys to the 
organization’s storage unit – helpful information that can prevent a crisis 
or confusion down the line once the person is not in that role. 

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR ALIGNMENT 
Sometimes, when a company maps out the tasks of a long-held role, 
they discover something even more important: the role is simply 
unsustainable for one person to accomplish. The responsibilities of three 
positions may have quietly converged into one, or the job duties may have 
coalesced around someone’s divergent natural talents and abilities that 
would be hard to replicate. In those cases, succession is not simply about 
replacement; it is about redesign. 

Morrison was once engaged to do a search for a replacement for an 
operations manager. Our founder Brent Morrison was told that the person 
who retired (already gone) had been with the company for about 40 years.  
He had started in a janitorial role then worked his way up to maintenance, 
then equipment repairs, then overall operations management.  He had 
also jumped in when computers started to be a thing, and was essentially 
their tech support. The client wanted to find someone experienced in 
overseeing similar specialized operations, equipment repair, and who 
could do all of their tech support. Brent told them he only knew one person 
like that that, but unfortunately he had just retired. 

Organizations need to ask the right questions to ensure a seamless 
transition: 

What should this role look like in the next chapter?

Is it truly only one role?

What needs to be redistributed?

What tools, reporting structures, or systems need to be implemented so 
the next leader is set up for success?

The goal is not to make the next person to hold that position struggle as 
proof of worth. The goal is to equip them to go farther.

THE RELAY RACE: DESIGNING A HEALTHY 
HANDOFF
Though it may require speed, succession is an intentionally collaborative 
endeavor. 

Think of it as a relay race. If at all possible, plan for an overlap between the 
outgoing and incoming persons; it is worth the cost. There is a window 
where both runners are in stride together. The outgoing leader still holds 
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For most organizations, the departure of a seasoned executive is more 
than a staffing change: it is a crossroads. A CFO who has stewarded the 
numbers for 15 to 20 years, knowing every major equipment acquisition 
made over the past decade. A General Manager who knows every vendor, 
the context behind every long-standing client, every unwritten rule. 
A CEO or Finance Director who built systems from scratch and quietly 
carried far more than their job description ever reflected.

And then, suddenly, or so it feels, the season changes.

Sometimes the transition is anticipated: a retirement; a long-planned 
move; a well-noticed shift to a new role. 

Other times it is abrupt and painful: an unexpected resignation, an 
unhealthy ending, a personal crisis that leaves a key seat empty with little 
notice. In either case, the executive team often finds itself asking the same 
urgent questions: What exactly did this person do? Who else knows how 
to accomplish their tasks? How do we keep the wheels from coming off?

The reality is that many organizations and companies find themselves 
unprepared when it comes to succession of key executives and even in the 
best-case situations, surprises can still arise. 

MORE THAN A JOB DESCRIPTION: THE WEIGHT 
OF INSTITUTIONAL KNOWLEDGE
Over time, key leaders in an organization naturally grow beyond the 
boundaries of their original roles. They solve problems no one else 
sees. They build relationships that are not documented in vendor files 
or customer logs. They create their own processes, sometimes carrying 
multiple functions under one title. 

What began as a defined position gradually becomes a well-designed 
patchwork of institutional knowledge, intuition, historical context, and 
personal judgment. But, when that individual leaves, the organization 
discovers that much of what mattered most was never written down or 
documented.

Healthy succession begins with clarity.

What does this role truly encompass? Not just the formal job description 
drafted years ago, but the lived reality. What decisions does this leader 
make daily, monthly, annually? What relationships do they hold that are 
critical to the organization? What informal knowledge sits only in their 
memory? What systems have grown organically around them? 

Documenting the actual day-to-day functions of a key executive role 
in your organization can be paramount to healthy succession planning. 
One way to accomplish this is through a facilitated job task analysis, a 
structured, data-driven process that identifies, documents, and evaluates 
the specific tasks, duties, and required knowledge, skills, and abilities 
for a particular role. Unlike a general job description, a job task analysis 
focuses on the actual tasks a role completes over a period of time: what 
the individual does, how they do it, and what tools they use. 



the baton but is already matching pace with the one who will carry it next. 
There is proximity, observation, coaching, and shared responsibility.

First you watch me.

Then we do it together.

Then I watch you.

Then you do it, and I remain close enough to support, but not control.

The most successful transitions model clearly defined phases:

•	 A knowledge-transfer season

•	 A shared-leadership season

•	 A consultative season with clear boundaries

When timelines are defined and authority is clarified, power struggles 
diminish and the transition becomes empowering rather than 
destabilizing.

HONORING THE PAST WHILE BUILDING THE 
FUTURE
We must also acknowledge the emotional dimension of transition.

For the executive who has carried immense responsibility for 15 or 25 years, 
stepping away is rarely simple. Their identity is often intertwined with 
the organization’s story. Their expertise has defined much of their value. 
When that season ends, even voluntarily, there can be grief, uncertainty, 
or a sense of lost purpose.

Honoring long-term leaders with dignity is culture-shaping. Thoughtful 
compensation, defined offboarding, public gratitude, and opportunities 
for structured mentorship during transition communicate that loyalty and 
service matter.

At the same time, clarity protects the incoming leader. Defined authority, 
clean decision rights, and visible support from ownership or the board 
ensure the next chapter begins without shadow leadership. While overlap 
is critical, at some point there must be a clear change.  This can be 
particularly challenging if the person leaving the role is taking another 
role within the company (e.g., from VP of Operations to COO). 

Both honoring the past and embracing the future require intention.

This is also not simply an operational issue; it is generational and cultural. 
Many long-tenured leaders were shaped by values of loyalty, endurance, 
and self-sufficiency. They worked their way up, and many times figured 
things out the hard way. They may quietly carry a mindset shaped by their 
own journey — I learned it through trial and error. No one made it easy for 
me. I earned it the hard way. That’s how character is built. However, the 
departing leader must realize that a successful transition will be part of 
their legacy.

Meanwhile, the next generation stepping into leadership often brings 
different expectations. They value clarity, collaboration, defined systems, 
and transparent pathways. They are less interested in inheriting chaos as 
a rite of passage and more committed to building sustainable structures 
that serve the whole team.

Without intentional planning, these differences can create friction, or 
worse, a power struggle at the very moment wisdom and humility are 
most needed.

PREPARING BEFORE IT BECOMES URGENT
So how do you prepare now?

Identify your most critical roles. Ask: If this person were unavailable 
tomorrow, what would break? Where is knowledge concentrated in one 
individual? Build redundancy where possible. Cross-train. Create living 
Standard Operating Procedures that are accessible and updated.

Engage in honest, forward-looking conversations with long-tenured 

executives. What does the next five to ten years look like for them? What 
timeline would allow for a thoughtful handoff? Who internally could be 
developed, and what competencies should be strengthened now?

Most importantly, cultivate a leadership mindset that measures success 
not by indispensability, but by preparedness.

At Morrison, we have stood with organizations and companies in both 
proactive and crisis transitions. We have stepped into interim executive 
roles when a sudden exit left confusion behind. We have stabilized 
teams, clarified systems, and helped redefine roles for the future. We 
have also partnered in executive recruitment and succession design to 
ensure the next leader is chosen intentionally, not reactively.

Every transition carries nuance. Every story is different. But preparation 
changes outcomes.

The baton will pass. The question is not if, but how.

We would be honored to serve as an objective voice in that process, one 
not entangled in daily dynamics, yet deeply aware of the operational and 
emotional complexity involved. Whether through interim leadership, 
executive search, or proactive succession planning, we come alongside 
to help you prepare well.

Honor the legacy. Design the future. Run your next leg of the race with 
strength, because you chose to prepare before the moment demanded it.

OUR OWN JOURNEY: 
Morrison’s leadership transition from Founder Brent Morrison 
running to the day-to-day operations to Managing Principal Toni 
Scott taking the helm has been intentional, phased, and designed 
well before it was necessary. Over several years, responsibilities 
have been gradually shifted, systems have been documented, and 
decision-making authority is being meaningfully transferred, 
ensuring stability rather than disruption. The result has been a 
continuity of culture and service, without the uncertainty that often 
accompanies founder transitions. And Brent is still providing value 
to our company’s success – he’s just no longer reconciling our 
Morrison bank accounts or serving as the person the alarm company 
calls when Toni accidentally sets off the alarm on the weekend. 

“At some point, every leader has to decide whether they want to be 
indispensable or intentional. When we made the decision to begin 
the transition of leadership, I knew it had to be done before it was 
urgent. We took time to clarify roles, document systems, and create 
space for our Managing Principal to lead in her own way. My goal was 
simple: to foster a continuity of leadership our employees could trust 
and stability our clients could rely on.”– Brent Morrison, Founder.

“What has meant the most to me has been the trust. This transition 
hasn’t been about maintaining or taking control; it has been about 
preparing me to take Morrison through its next chapter. That level 
of empowerment creates momentum. It communicates, ‘I believe 
in you, and I want you to build beyond what I did”– Toni Scott, 
Managing Principal, Morrison.




