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an internal perspective of the strengths and gaps of the succession planning and lead-
ership development systems. An external consultant was engaged to provide an objec-
tive third-party view and to provide best practice research.

The review noted several strengths, Senior leaders were engaged and devoted a
significant amount of time to leadership development. During the interviews they
talked about conducting mentoring groups and spending time getting to know key
high-potential individuals in their company or business unit. Southern Company also
had basic processes in place to identify and develop leaders. Succession planning was
conducted annually, with its primary focus being on replacement planning. Assign-
ments and development moves were used to provide individuals a wide range of expe-
rience. A number of decentralized leadership development activities were in place.
These programs utilized a variety of activities, including mentoring, group mentoring,
business acumen discussions, and education classes. A corporate action leaming pro-
gram for high-potential first-line leaders was conducted annually.

Several gaps were identified. During the interviews, leaders talked about knowing
the high-potential talent in their organization very well. However, they did not know
talent across Southern Company. Cross-system calibration of talent was difficult for
several reasons. A standard set of information was not available for comparing indi-
viduals. Southern Company lacked a comprehensive model that identified the key
leadership practices necessary to achieve business success. Across Southern Company
there were a number of different definitions of leadership, and emphasis was placed on
developing different skills and abilities. A person viewed as hi gh-potential at one loca-
tion may not have been viewed in a similar light at other locations. Managers also
tended to promote individuals they knew and had working relationships with. The
study also revealed that the assessment process lacked sufficient ri gor to support criti-
cal talent decisions. Southern Company has had the luxury of multiple people viewing
a person’s performance over a long period of time in different Jjobs and situations, This
provided a good indication of people’s capabilities. However, because people were
viewing leaders through different lenses, there were different opinions of people’s
capabilities and potential to assume expanded roles. More objective measures to help
predict potential were needed.

The succession planning process placed too much emphasis on replacement plan-
ning and not enough on developing critical talent pools. There was insufficient focus
on high-potential talent five to ten years from the executive level. Leaders reported
having difficulty targeting development to the most critical areas. A final gap noted
information on succession plans and high-potential individuals was kept in a series of
separate files located across Southern Company, making consolidated information dif-
ficult to obtain and use,

INITIAL IMPROVEMENTS

Following the review, Southern Company took steps to improve leadership develop-
ment. The initial effort focused on building a common leadership framework




