
When a Leader Leaves Suddenly 
 

EXPECT  DO  DON’T 

People may start to wonder: 

● “Does this change 
everything?” “I was just 
working on a large 
project, is it still 
important? 

● “What did they know 
that I don’t? Is this an 
isolated case or is there 
a pattern?” 

● “I think I can take over in 
their absence. How can I 
show that I’m ready for 
this promotion?” 

● “Do I need to start 
forming alliances to 
protect my job or work?” 

● Avoid the grapevine. Craft a positive narrative with the greatest 
transparency you can afford. Let affected departments know when they 
will hear updates from you, then stick to that schedule . 

● Deputize. Divvy up the person’s roles, set clear expectations, and 
address everyone’s blind spots (e.g. “I can take over talking to the board, 
but I need help knowing how we prepare materials for them”) 

● Prioritize. Reduce non-essential work and delegate routine tasks so 
people who are picking up the slack can have time to do so 

● Pulse Check. Pick 5-7 key cultural influencers to check-in with 
periodically 

● Scenario Plan. What could go wrong in the next 3-6 months without the 
leader? 

● Invest in Reinforcements. Offer training opportunities and dedicate time 
to employees taking on new responsibilities; bring the remaining team 
closer together (factions strengthen in a leadership vacuum) 

● Draft a Plan. Develop a timeline for filling the position or adapting the 
existing team 

● Touch Base. Facilitate check-ins and skip-levels, especially the direct 
reports of the people picking up the slack or those who are now missing 
a sounding board 

● Exit Interview. Ask for rationale to understand the underlying “why” 
behind their decision, their response may help you with interim planning 
and hiring their replacement 

● Have a party. Publicly acknowledge their departure and their 
contributions to the team 

× Continue as if nothing has 
changed or wait to see 
what happens (what 
happens is that silos will 
strengthen, engagement 
will decline, and scar tissue 
will form) 

× Let competing narratives 
create chaos and 
confusion; a failure to 
address the change 
publicly and fully only 
pushes discussions into 
back channels 

× Jump to drawing a new org 
chart, this is a great time 
to first review your 
strategies 

× Appoint an interim leader 
without making it clear 
that it’s a temporary role  

× Hire the first person who 
can take on exactly the 
same roles and 
responsibilities 

× Let a misstep in this 
process derail you, no 
change process is ever 
perfect but changes of this 
magnitude still require 
focus and attention 

 


