
Stop Waiting for 
Future Leaders to 
Emerge – How to 
Turn Potential Into 
Preparedness

© 2025 Orange Grove Consulting, All rights reserved   |   orangegroveconsulting.com

Too many organizations are stuck waiting — hoping their high-potential 
employees will naturally step into leadership roles when the time comes. 
But leadership readiness doesn’t emerge on its own. The gap between 
potential and preparedness is often a result of missing structure: unclear 
competencies, reactive development, and a lack of cultural alignment. 
Without a formal culture assessment or defined leadership expectations, 
even well-intentioned succession plans fall short. In this article, we explore 
how to take a proactive approach to developing future leaders — one that 
closes the readiness gap and builds real bench strength.

“They’re just not ready” 

If you’re like many organizational leaders today, you’ve probably heard this 
refrain during succession planning conversations: “They’re just not ready.” 
Often, this sentiment refers to Gen Z or early-career professionals — 
individuals who are perceived as lacking the confidence, strategic thinking, 
or leadership skills needed to step into critical roles. But what if the 
problem isn’t a lack of readiness, but a lack of clarity and structure?
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At Orange Grove Consulting, we’ve heard from clients across industries 
who are quietly stalling or abandoning succession planning efforts 
because they don’t trust the next generation is equipped for leadership. 
This perceived “readiness gap” is real, but it’s also solvable. In fact, many 
of today’s emerging leaders have the potential. What’s missing is a 
system to evaluate and develop that potential in ways that meet the 
demands of modern leadership.

The Real Issue: A Misalignment of Expectations

Much of the hesitation around promoting Gen Z talent stems from 
generational misunderstandings. Senior leaders may interpret Gen Z’s 
need for feedback or their discomfort with ambiguity as a lack of 
confidence. But in reality, these behaviors are often rooted in how they 
were raised and educated: systems that rewarded regular feedback, clear 
expectations, and visible milestones.

They also want to know the “why” behind decisions— not to challenge 
authority, but to better align their work with outcomes. Without that 
context, they may appear disengaged or unmotivated. In truth, they’re 
asking for exactly the kind of transparency and clarity that effective 
leadership demands.

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__orangegroveconsulting.acemlnc.com_lt.php-3Fx-3D3DZy-7EGE5U3SaEHNAy-5FtGgeOf2nEhiNf3k-2DszkaLKU3fK6p8uzky.zeFv1o2hjNg-7EjvYxYXjK&d=DwMFaQ&c=euGZstcaTDllvimEN8b7jXrwqOf-v5A_CdpgnVfiiMM&r=0ns89dmESYZ_P-zSze61eDaLe9ukdrqCtJGAPsLnduM&m=lFaojPLX5Erje6UPoEYkE_z1GH3WL3SMmYzLPQNvhMMU0FFkdE9iTknzLr6urUYA&s=6_-2lv-1hgouIO-YnV5d_Hq5p9NtIy-v1vf6_aHXhKs&e=
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Rethinking Leadership Development as a System

Leadership readiness isn’t built in a day, and it’s certainly not developed in a 
single training workshop. To close the gap, organizations need to build a 
developmental ecosystem that includes:

• Clearly defined leadership competencies based on both universal skills 
(e.g., emotional intelligence, strategic thinking, business acumen) and 
business-specific needs (e.g., supply chain expertise or client relationship 
management)

• Level-specific expectations so leaders know what’s expected at the 
emerging, mid, and senior levels

• Developmental assignments that stretch new leaders gradually, giving 
them real-world experiences with coaching and feedback along the way

• Transparent pathways so employees understand what skills they need 
to build and what opportunities will help them get there

This kind of clarity builds both skill and confidence. It also gives managers a 
common language for identifying potential — not based on personality or 
gut instinct, but on observable, coachable competencies.

Research supports this approach: structured leadership development and 
succession planning together are key to closing the readiness gap. One 
study found that organizations that integrated both were significantly 
better positioned to maintain leadership continuity and performance.

https://ijrpr.com/uploads/V4ISSUE7/IJRPR15331.pdf
https://ijrpr.com/uploads/V4ISSUE7/IJRPR15331.pdf
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We’ve developed and refined this type of development system in 
partnership with clients across industries, supporting them in achieving 
measurable growth at every leadership level.

The Problem with Relying on “Instinct”
Too often, leaders rely on informal, subjective evaluations of leadership 
potential. But if we can’t articulate what readiness looks like, we’ll keep 
defaulting to familiar patterns — selecting those who look, act, or speak 
like current leadership, rather than those with the actual capability to lead 
in the future.

Harvard Business Review reports that most organizations are not spending 
enough time developing future leaders, even for those who have been 
identified as potential successors. Not enough is being done 
to “intentionally and actively grown their capabilities.”

This is especially risky as organizations face growing complexity, changing 
workforce demographics, and increasing demand for innovation. Today’s 
leadership needs may not look like yesterday’s, and that’s a good thing.

Building the Pipeline (Instead of Waiting for It)
The good news? You don’t have to wait for your emerging leaders to “get 
it.” You can create it. When you define the competencies that matter most, 
and invest in a system that supports development over time, you’ll find 
that many of your future leaders already have the foundational skills. They 
just need the right environment to practice, reflect, and grow.

https://hbr.org/2025/07/where-traditional-succession-planning-falls-short?
https://hbr.org/2025/07/where-traditional-succession-planning-falls-short?
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McKinsey calls this shift “building a leadership factory” — a continuous, 
strategic process rather than a one-time plan. Their research shows that 
companies that embed leadership development into their systems are far 
more prepared for future transitions.

It’s time to move beyond assumptions and build structures that deliver real 
leadership development, not just once-a-year potential assessments.

Let’s Talk About Your Readiness Gap
If your organization is struggling with stalled succession planning or 
unclear development pathways, let’s talk about how to solve your 
readiness gap. Whether you need help identifying competencies, designing 
a development roadmap, or coaching high-potential talent, Orange Grove 
Consulting can help. Our leadership solutions are grounded in academic 
research and decades of applied client experience. Our team includes 
PhDs, MBAs, and certified facilitators who specialize in translating strategy 
into leadership capability.

Reach out to explore how to close your “readiness gap.”

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/the-art-of-21st-century-leadership-from-succession-planning-to-building-a-leadership-factory
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/contact-us/


Learn More

Thought Leadership 
Our Solutions & Approach
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Focus
We specialize in helping organizations improve culture, engagement & 
talent management through a set of consulting tools and training 
programs. Our end goal is to improve talent management systems and 
operationalize processes that create more innovative, productive and 
competitive workplaces. Our network of consultants, trainers, and 
coaches provide a rich skillset, generations of experience, and the 
highest level of service for our clients. As your talent management and 
leadership development partner, we have solutions to make your teams 
more effective and your workplace less divided.

About Orange 
Grove Consulting

Services
Searching for new ways to reach your talent 
management & organizational goals? Let us 
help! We offer a range of solutions including 
Leadership Development Programs, 
Assessment & Survey tools, Strategy & 
Planning Options, Compensation & Pay 
Studies, Facilitation & Process Optimization, 
and Data Analytics & Reporting Solutions.

https://orangegroveconsulting.com/blog/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/leadershipdevelopment/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-assessment/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/solutions-strategy-2/
https://orangegroveconsulting.com/analytics-and-reporting/
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