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14  THE FIRST 90 DAYS

TABLE I -1

Transition Risk Assessment

To transition effectively, first identify the risks you face as you move into your 
new role using the Transition Risk Assessment. Start by checking off the types 
of transitions you are experiencing using the middle column. Then, for each 
item you checked, assess how challenging you are finding that particular shift 
on a 1–10 scale, where 1 means very easy and 10 means very difficult. Total the 
numbers in the right-hand column to get your Transition Risk Index (up to 100). 
The index gives you a sense of the magnitude of the challenge and the specific 
dimensions of your overall transition on which you most need to focus.

Type of transition Check each 
that applies

Assess relative 
difficulty for you 
(1–10)

Moving to a new industry or profession

Joining a new company 

Moving to a new unit or group in the same 
company

Being promoted to a higher level

Leading former peers (assuming you have 
been promoted)

Moving from one function to another (e.g., 
sales to marketing)

Taking on a cross-functional leadership role 
for the first time

Moving geographically 

Entering a new national or ethnic culture

Having to do two jobs at the same time 
 (finishing old role while starting new one)

Taking on a newly created role (as opposed 
to an existing role)

Entering an organization in which major 
change already is going on

Sum the numbers in the right-most column to calculate 
your Transition Risk Index
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The First 90 Days – On-Boarding Checklist

Business Orientation
1.	 Get	access	to	publicly	available	information	about	financials,	products,	strategy	
and	brands.
2.	 Identify	additional	sources	of	information,	such	as	websites	and	analyst	reports.
3.	 If	appropriate,	ask	the	business	for	a	briefing	book.
4.	 If	possible,	schedule	familiarization	tours	or	meetings	prior	to	start	date.

Stakeholder Connection
1.	 Ask	your	boss	to	identify	&	introduce	you	to	key	people	early	on.
2.	 If	possible,	meet	with	some	stakeholders	before	formal	start.
3.	 Take	control	of	your	calendar	and	schedule	early	meetings	with	key	stakeholders.
4.	 Be	careful	to	focus	on	lateral	relationships	and	not	just	vertical	ones.

Expectations Alignment
1.	 Understand	and	engage	in	business	planning	and	performance	management.
2.	 No	matter	how	well	you	think	you	understand	what	you	need	to	do,	schedule	a	
conversation	with	your	boss	about	expectations	in	your	first	week.
3.	 Have	explicit	conversations	about	working	styles	with	bosses	&	direct	reports	as	
early as possible.

Cultural Adaptation
1.	 During	recruiting,	ask	questions	about	the	organization’s	culture.
2.	 Schedule	conversations	with	your	new	boss	&	HR	to	discuss	work	culture	and	
check	back	with	them	regularly.
3.	 Identify	people	within	the	organization	who	could	serve	as	cultural	interpreters.
4.	 After	30	days,	conduct	an	informal	360-degree	check-in	with	your	boss	and	peers	
to	gauge	how	adaptation	is	progressing.
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The First 90 Days – 
Guidelines for Structured Reflection

How do you feel so far?
On a scale of high to low, do you feel:
• Excited? If not, why not? What can you do about it?
• Confident? If not, why not? What can you do about it?
• In control of your success? If not, why not? What can you do about it?

What has bothered you so far?
With whom have you failed to connect? Why?
Of the meetings you’ve attended, which has been the most troubling? Why?
Of all that you’ve seen or heard, what has disturbed you the most? Why?

What has gone well or poorly?
Which interactions would you handle differently if you could? Which exceeded your 
expectations? Why?
Which of your decisions have turned out particularly well? Not so well? Why?
What missed opportunities do you regret most? Was a better result blocked primarily 
by you, or something beyond your control?

Now focus on the biggest challenges or difficulties you face. Be honest with yourself. 
Are your difficulties situational, or do their sources lie within you? Even experienced 
and skilled people may blame problems on the situation rather than on their own 
actions. The net effect is that they are less proactive than they could be.
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The First 90 Days – Reflection Questions
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1. PREPARE YOURSELF
a. If you have been promoted, what are the implications for your need to balance 
breadth and depth, delegate, influence, communicate, and exhibit leadership presence?
b. If you are joining a new organization, how will you orient yourself to the business, 
identify and connect with key stakeholders, clarify expectations, and adapt to the new 
culture? What is the right balance between adapting to the new situation and trying to 
alter it?
c. What has made you successful so far in your career? Can you succeed in your new 
position by relying solely on those strengths? If not, what are the critical skills you need 
to develop?
d. Are there aspects of your new job that are critical to success but that you prefer 
not to focus on? Why? How will you compensate for you potential blind spots?
e. How can you ensure that you make the mental leap into the new position? From 
whom might you seek advice and counsel on this? What other activities might help you 
do to this?

2. ACCELERATE YOUR LEARNING
a. How effective are you at learning about new organizations? Do you sometimes 
fall prey to the action imperative? To coming in with “the” answer? If so, how will you 
avoid doing this?
b. What is your learning agenda? Based on what you know now, compose a list of 
questions to guide your early inquiries. If you have begun to form hypotheses about 
what is going on, what are they, and how will you test them?
c. Given the question you want to answer, who is likely to provide you with the most 
useful insights?
d. How might you increase the efficiency of your learning process? What are some 
structured ways you might extract more insight for your investment of time and 
energy?
e. What support is available to accelerate your learning, and how might you best 
leverage it?
f. Given your answers to the previous questions, start to create your learning plan.
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3. MATCH STRATEGY TO SITUATION
a. What portfolio of STARS situations have you inherited? Which portions of your 
responsibilities are in startup, turnaround, accelerated-growth, realignment, and 
sustaining-success modes?
b. What are the implications for the challenges and opportunities you are likely to 
confront, and for the way you should approach accelerating your transition?
c. What are the implications for your learning agenda? Do you need to understand 
only the technical side of the business, or is it critical that you understand culture and 
politics as well?
d. What is the prevailing climate in your organization? What psychological 
transformations do you need to make, and how will you bring them about?
e. How can you best lead change given the situations you face?
f. Which of your skills and strengths are likely to be most valuable in your new 
situation, and which have the potential to get you into trouble?
g. What are the implications for the team you need to build?

4. NEGOTIATE SUCCESS
a. How effectively have you built relationships with new bosses in the past? What 
have you done well? Where do you need improvement?
b. Create a plan for the situational conversation. Based on what you know now, 
what issues will you raise with your boss in this conversation? What do you want to say 
up front? In what order do you want to raise issues?
c. Create a plan for the expectations conversation. How will you figure out what 
your new boss expects you to do?
d. Create a plan for the style conversation. How will you figure out how best to work 
with your boss? What mode of communication does he prefer? How often should you 
interact? How much detail should you provide? What types of issues would you consult 
with him about before deciding?
e. Create a plan for the resource conversation. Given what you need to do, what 
resources are absolutely needed? With fewer resources, what would you have to forgo? 
If you had more resources, what would the benefits be? Be sure to build the business 
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case.
f. Create a plan for the personal development conversation. What are your 
strengths, and where do you need improvement? What kinds of assignments or 
projects might help you develop skills you need?
g. How might you use the five conversations framework to accelerate the 
development of your team? Where are you in terms of having the key conversations 
with each of your direct reports?

5. SECURE EARLY WINS
a. Given your agreed-to business goals, what do you need to do during your 
transition to create momentum for achieving them?
b. How do people need to behave differently to achieve these goals? Describe 
as vividly as you can the behaviors you need to encourage and those you need to 
discourage.
c. How do you plan to connect yourself to your new organization? Who are your 
key audiences, and what messages would you like to convey to them? What are the best 
modes of engagement?
d. What are the most promising focal points to get some early improvements in 
performance and start the process of behavior change?
e. What projects do you need to launch, and who will lead them?
f. What predictable surprises could take you off track?

6. ACHIEVE ALIGNMENT
a. What are your observations about misalignments among strategic direction, 
structure, processes, and skills? How will you dig deeper to confirm or refine your 
impressions?
b. What decisions about customers, capital, capabilities, and commitments do you 
need to make? How and when will you make these decisions?
c. What is your current assessment of the coherence of the organization’s strategic 
direction? Of its adequacy? What are you current thoughts about changing direction?
d. What are the strengths and weaknesses or the organization’s structure? What 
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potential structural changes are you thinking about?
e. What are the core processes in your organization? How well are they performing? 
What are your priorities for process improvement?
f. What skill gaps and underutilized resources have you identified? What are your 
priorities for strengthening key skill bases?

7. BUILD YOUR TEAM
a. What are your criteria for assessing the performance of members on your team? 
How are relative weightings affected by functions, the extent of required teamwork, the 
STARS portfolio, and the criticality of the positions?
b. How will you go about assessing your team?
c. What personnel changes do you need to make? Which changes are urgent, and 
which can wait? How will you create backups and options?
d. How will you make high-priority changes? What can you do to preserve 
the dignity of the people affected? What help will you need with the team in the 
restructuring process, and where are you going to find it?
e. How will you align the team? What mix of push (goals, incentives) and pull 
(shared vision) will you use?
f. How do you want your new team to operate? What roles do you want people to 
play? Do you need to shrink the core team or expand it? How do you plan to manage 
decision making?

8. CREATE ALLIANCES
a. What are the critical alliances you need to build—both within your organization 
and externally—to advance your agenda?
b. What agendas are other key players pursuing? Where might they align with 
yours, and where might they come into conflict?
c. Are there opportunities to build long-term, broad-based alliances with others? 
Where might you be able to leverage shorter-term agreements to pursue specific 
objectives?
d. How does influence work in the organization? Who defers to whom on key issues 
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of concern?
e. Who is likely to support your agenda? Who is likely to oppose you? Who is 
persuadable?
f. What are the motivations of pivotal people, the situational pressure acting on 
them, and their perceptions of their choices?
g. What are the elements of an effective influence strategy? How should you frame 
your arguments? Might influence tools such as incrementalism, sequencing, and 
action-forcing events help?

9. MANAGE YOURSELF
a. What are your greatest vulnerabilities in your new role? How do you plan to 
compensate for them?
b. What personal disciplines do you most need to develop or enhance? How will you 
do that? What will success look like?
c. What can you do to gain more control over your local environment?
d. What can you do to ease your family’s transition? What support relationships will 
you have to build? Which are your highest priorities?
e. What are your priorities for strengthening your advice-and-counsel network? To 
what extent do you need to focus on your internal network? Your external network? In 
which domain do you most need additional support—technical, cultural, political, or 
personal?

10. ACCELERATE EVERYONE
a. What are the most important transitions in your organization, and how often do 
they occur?
b. Is the organization able to identify where and when transitions are occurring?
c. Is there a common core transition acceleration framework, language, and toolkit?
d. Do leaders have the support they need, when they need it, and throughout their 
transitions? What could be done to provide focused resources for onboarding and 
promotion transitions?
e. Are the company’s systems for recruiting and accelerating transitions linked in 
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appropriate ways?
f. Should transition acceleration be part of your organization’s curriculum for 
developing high-potential leaders?
g. How might the 90-day framework be used to accelerate organizational change—
for example, restructuring or post-acquisition integration?
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