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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Successful and Unsuccessful Executive Integration During Organizational Entry:              
A Qualitative Study 

 
 The failure rates of externally hired executives during organizational entry is a 

serious problem of practice and one that is inadequately understood in the literature. 

Three strands of literature – socialization, leader transition, and practitioner literature – 

address aspects of executive integration but fail to fully capture the inherent complexity 

involved with organizational entry and integration. Taken together, the literature suggests 

that executive integration is the result of an interaction between situational, 

organizational, and individual factors via interpersonal interactions.  

The purpose of this basic, qualitative study was to address the high failure rates 

and elucidate factors that affect executive integration. Using Complex Responsive 

Processes (CRP), a complexity theory based on human interactions (Stacey, 2001, 2003; 

Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000), as the theoretical lens, the research question was: In what 

ways, do factors associated with externally hired executive integration (i.e., situational 

factors, organizational factors, individual factors, and interpersonal interactions) interact 

to facilitate or hinder integration?  

Eighteen executive level participants were recruited for this study. Nine of the 

participants were executives who experienced organizational entry within the previous 

two years. The other nine participants were organizational insiders who had observed the 

process of an externally hired executive entering and integrating into the organization. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and executive integration 

timelines that the participants completed prior to the interview. The data were coded 
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using a provisional start-list of codes based on the literature, emotion codes, process 

codes, and pattern codes.  A thematic analysis was conducted on the data to reveal robust 

findings. 

The findings confirmed that executive integration results from an interaction 

between situational, organizational, and individual factors through interpersonal 

interactions (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987). Specifically, the findings show that 1) 

Executive integration is multi-faceted, non-linear, and unpredictable, 2) There is a 

performance paradox where executives are hired to perform but performance doesn’t 

guarantee integration, 3) Executives must be a culture fit or at least culturally compatible 

to integrate successfully, 4) Organizational factors, namely executive selection, 

structuring learning, and fostering connections interacts with other factors to affect 

integration, and 5) Individual factors, namely job choice, listening and learning, and 

building relationships interacts with other factors to affect integration. 

This study contributes to the literature, and to practice. First, CRP, the theoretical 

lens incorporated the various perspectives used in socialization studies and shed light on 

the dynamic interacting factors. Secondly, the study addressed key gaps that existed in 

the literature. And finally, the findings point to areas of practice that can enhance the 

likelihood of integration success. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

“No single decision affects the survival of an organization more 

than that of people selected to run it” (Sessa & Taylor, 2000, p. 1). 

      The war for leadership talent is alive and well (Handfield-Jones, 2006). A talented 

leader is a recognized competitive asset (Silzer & Dowell, 2010), and yet “only 20% 

[managers and leaders] agreed that they have enough talented leaders to pursue most of 

their business opportunities” (Michaels, Handfield-Jones, & Axelrod, 2001, p. 4). 

Globalization, technological and demographic changes, and the irreversible shift from the 

Industrial Age to the Information Age have intensified the demand for leadership talent 

(Campbell, Scheffel, & Verma, 2009; Handfield-Jones, 2006; Michaels et al., 2001; 

Schieman, 2009; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Silzer & Dowell, 2010).  To remain competitive, 

organizations have increasingly looked externally to hire senior-level leaders (Sessa & 

Taylor, 2000). The trend towards external hiring is not without its challenges. Externally 

hired executives fail at twice the rate of those promoted from within (Dowell, 2010) and 

are much less likely to remain with the organization over time (Ciampa & Watkins, 

1999). To complicate matters, organizations all too often adopt a sink or swim approach 

to integrating incoming executives (Wells, 2005).   

      While the demand for leadership talent is high, the supply is low. Numerous 

interacting factors have contributed to this problem (Cheese, Thomas, & Craig, 2008; 

Dowell, 2010; Gandossy et al., 2006). Changing demographics and an aging workforce 

has ushered in the retirement of many senior leaders. At the same time business 

complexity has increased requiring a different set of leadership skills. Downsizing, flatter 

organizational structures, mergers and acquisitions, and a lack of strategic talent 
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management has left a leadership void inside organizations, and altered the employment 

contract (Gandossy et al., 2006). Employment opportunities across the world are open 

and technology has made it easy for talented leaders to find better job opportunities. The 

lack of job security and shortage of career ladders have left many wanting. Employees 

are no longer willing to stay with a single employer “from cradle to grave” further 

depleting the leadership pool inside of organizations.  

      "Despite strides made in succession planning, the growing popularity of search 

firms, and the knowledge that there is a war for talent (Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-

Jones, Hankin, & Michaels, 1998), the number of qualified candidates for top-level 

positions is small" (Sessa & Taylor, 2000, p. 28). Companies seeking a competitive 

advantage tend to hire leaders from outside of the organization (Dai, De Meuse, & 

Gaeddert, 2011; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). The problem is that anywhere from 40 to 64 

percent of externally hired new executives are pushed out, fail, or quit within the first 18 

months (Bradt, Check, & Pedraza, 2001), while many others underperform (Watkins, 

2003). Successful and unsuccessful integration depend on the business situation the new 

executive was hired into and the integration outcome (i.e., assimilation, accommodation, 

or transformation) most appropriate based on the strategic mandate of the hire. 

Executives who are able to integrate socially and culturally while meeting the demands of 

the role are considered to have successfully integrated.  

      A myriad of interacting factors is thought to affect integration success (Jones, 

1983; Reichers, 1987). Situational factors, such as those associated with organizational 

entry, is fraught with difficulty (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003). Research shows 

that what happens within the first few months, even as early as the first day (de Janasz, 
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van der Graaf, & Watkins, 2013; Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2013) affects overall success 

or failure. The “problems [with integration success] can almost always be traced to 

vicious cycles that developed in the first few months on the job” (Watkins, 2003, p. 1).  

      Externally hired executives must quickly learn and master the “knowledge, skills, 

and abilities” to meet position requirements (Dai & DeMuese, 2007, p. 2) while 

navigating unfamiliar cultural and political terrain (Conger, 2012; Dai & De Meuse, 

2007; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Organizational expectations are high for externally hired 

leaders making the pressure to perform particularly acute (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). If the 

executive moves too quickly s/he can trigger internal resistance; conversely, moving too 

slowly can cause them to lose the credibility and influence needed to be effective 

(Downey, March, & Berkman, 2001; Watkins, 2003). Adding to this already daunting 

situation, externally hired executives are "expected to perform immediately but not given 

the support to do so. When they do not perform, they are fired" (Sessa & Taylor, 2000, p. 

30). Even though organizations make a substantial investment of time, effort, and money 

to recruit top talent, many companies do a poor job supporting the executive as they 

transition into their new role and integrating them (i.e., the act or process of coordinating, 

or blending into a functioning whole). 

      Executives are not unique in facing transition challenges associated with joining 

an organization. In fact, organizational entry is considered one of the most crucial 

moments in an employee’s life (Wanous, 1992). Employees from all backgrounds 

encounter stress and uncertainty during organizational entry (Kammeyer-Mueller & 

Wanberg, 2003; Van Maanen, 1978). “Newcomers”, as they are called in the literature, 

are tasked with making sense of, and adjusting to, new and varied experiences (Louis, 
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1980) while attempting to master their new role. At a time when stress is the highest and 

newcomers are most vulnerable, early events have a disproportionate impact on their 

integration success “‘since they influence how later experiences will be interpreted’ 

(Katz, 1980, p. 99)” (Ashforth, 2012).     

     Not surprisingly, turnover is highest during the first few months after 

organizational entry (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; Wanous, 1992). Losing leaders to 

turnover is costly and disruptive (Phillips & Edwards, 2009), potentially weakening the 

company’s competitive position. Given the strategic importance of talented leaders 

retaining them is of major concern (Cheese et al., 2008; Phillips & Edwards, 2009; 

Schiemann, 2009; Silzer & Dowell, 2010). 

     One solution proffered to increase retention, reduce failure rates, accelerate 

performance, and facilitate new leader integration is executive onboarding (Adler & 

Stomski, 2010; Bradt et al., 2001; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Sims, 2011; Watkins, 2003; 

Watkins, 2014; Wells, 2005). Onboarding is described as a set of socialization practices 

employed by organizations, to help new employees learn the ropes (Klein & Polin, 2012). 

Practitioners promote executive onboarding as a solution to reduce failure rates by 

helping new leaders come up to speed quickly, reduce time to performance, and integrate 

more rapidly into the new organization (Bradt et al., 2001; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; 

Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2014; Wells, 2005). Unfortunately, less than one-third of global 

executives reported that they received onboarding support when entering a new role 

(Egon Zehnder, 2013), and only 39% of executives report being satisfied with their 

company’s efforts to integrate them (Well, 2005). Other than a one-size fits all 
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orientation, few companies effectively integrate senior leaders (Conger, 2012; Conger & 

Fishel; 2007; Dai, De Meuse, & Gaeddert, 2011).  

The organizational socialization literature sheds light on newcomer entry and 

integration (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012). Organizational tactics (Van Maanen & 

Schein, 1979) and practices (Saks & Gruman, 2012), for instance, have been shown to 

facilitate newcomer adjustment as indicated by role clarity, self-efficacy, and social 

acceptance (Bauer, Bodner, Erdogan, Truxillo, & Tucker, 2007).  

In addition, the literature shows that newcomers can play an active role in how 

they integrate into the organization (Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashford & Cummings, 

1983; Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Parker, 2007; Parker & Collins, 2010; Parker, 

Bindl, & Strauss, 2010). Individuals come to the role with a history of biographical 

experiences that shape how they view the world and make sense of their experiences. 

Sense-making is considered a key component of the organizational entry process (Louis, 

1980) as it helps reduce equivocality enabling individuals to act (Weick, 1979). 

Newcomer actions can serve to facilitate learning and performance (Cooper-Thomas & 

Burke, 2012; Parker, 2007; Parker & Collins, 2010), and reinforce their own identity. 

They are not, however, without consequences.  Identity and role claims have 

ramifications for the identity and roles of others (Ballinger & Schoorman, 2007; 

Feldman, 2012; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Mead, 1938). 

      The socialization literature suggests that organizational insiders can be 

instrumental in helping or undermining the person, thus affecting their ability to integrate 

(Kammeyer-Mueller, Wanberg, Rubenstein, & Song, 2013). Moreover, scholars 

emphasize the importance of interpersonal interactions and developing relationships for 



 

6 
 

newcomer integration success (Cross, Davenport, & Cantrell, 2003; Cross, Parise, & 

Rollag, 2006; Jokisaari & Nurmi, 2012; Korte, 2010; Rollag, Parise, & Cross, 2005; 

Sessa & Taylor, 2000). While the socialization literature helps inform what we know 

about newcomer adjustment, most studies focus on first time workers and raw recruits, 

inadequately addressing organizational entry and integration of executive leaders 

(Ashforth, Sluss & Harrison, 2007).  

The leader transition literature, on the other hand, offers key insights into 

executive integration from the individual leader’s perspective with an emphasis on 

“taking charge” and “securing early wins” (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; Downey, March, 

& Berkman, 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003). This stream of literature, while it 

acknowledges that organizational factors exist, places the responsibility for integration in 

the hands of the incoming executive. Executives in transition are advised to assess the 

situation and tailor their strategy accordingly (Watkins, 2003). The reality is externally 

hired executives do not have the benefit of an insider’s perspective. They lack contextual, 

cultural, and political insights, and do not have the established relationships needed to 

accurately assess the situation and deftly navigate the system (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). To 

exacerbate the problem, far too many leaders rely on past strategies for success and act 

prior to building coalitions of support, often triggering internal resistance (Watkins, 2003; 

2009; 2014).  

An overlooked area of research is the interpersonal interactions that occur 

between new leaders and organizational insiders (Evans, 1963; Feldman, 2012; 

Kammeyer-Mueller, Wanberg, Rubenstein, & Song, 2013; Reichers, 1987). 

Organizational insiders are not immune to the effects of an incoming leader. Insider self-
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perceptions, identity, roles, power, status, social network, work relationships, and 

organizational embeddedness are all subject to change by the arrival of a new leader 

(Ballinger & Schoorman, 2007; Feldman, 2012; Katz & Kahn, 1978). New leaders, “may 

tip the balance of power within a group”, and “be strong advocates for changes which 

politically and/or substantively make life for significant segments of the [organization] 

much more unpleasant” and create flight risks for key talent (Feldman, 2012, p. 224). In 

turn insiders can resist influence attempts by the new leader and passively, or actively, 

undermine their efforts (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Watkins, 2014).  

Ultimately, new leader integration is seen as a dynamic mutual adjustment 

process (Denis, Langley, & Pineault, 2000) that occurs through repeated interpersonal 

interactions between the new leader and organizational insiders (Kammeyer-Mueller et 

al., 2013; Reichers, 1987). Scholars argue that integration is the result of an interaction 

between the situation, organization, and the individual (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987). We 

cannot fully understand the dynamics of failed integration without examining how the 

factors interact.  

Four integration outcomes can result from a new leader joining an organization 

(Denis et al., 2000). The first integration outcome, assimilation, “implies that the leader 

will gradually come to adopt the dominant beliefs of the new organization and meet the 

role expectations of other members (Denis et al., 2000, p. 1068). ‘Transformation’ has the 

opposite effect. Transformation occurs when organization adapts to meet the new leader’s 

dominant beliefs and expectations. ‘Accommodation’ implies that new leaders and 

organizations make mutual adjustments. Finally, ‘parallelism’ reflects that neither the 
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new leader nor the organization adapt but rather exist in parallel. Figure 1 depicts the four 

integration outcomes (Denis et al., 2000).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

In summary, the scholarly and practitioner literature address aspects of executive 

failure during organizational entry, but neither address it in its entirety leaving a gap in 

the literature. Due to the acute pressures and time sensitive nature of new executive 

integration, this study will focus on the period of organizational entry (Kammeyer-

Mueller & Wanberg, 2003) and examine how factors alone and in interaction affect 

integration outcomes for externally hired executives.  

 

 

 

transformation 

New Leader Integration 

or non-integration 

Figure 1. New leader integration outcomes: Assimilation, Accommodation, 

Transformation, and Parallelism. 
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Statement of the Problem 

      Given the demand for and strategic importance of talented executive leaders, the 

high failure rates of externally hired leaders present a significant problem of practice. The 

literature has failed to adequately address this problem. Three streams of literature – the 

socialization, transition, and practitioner literature – have examined newcomer 

integration from different perspectives. Each has significant gaps but taken together begin 

to paint a dynamic, complex picture of situational, organizational, and individual factors 

interacting to affect leader integration (Jones, 1983).   

      To begin with, the socialization literature provides insight into newcomer entry 

and integration; however, most studies focus on first time workers and raw recruits 

(Ashforth, Sluss & Harrison, 2007). By omitting employees in the upper levels of the 

organization, the literature fails to elucidate the phenomena of executive integration or 

explain executive failure. Notwithstanding, the socialization literature points to some 

important factors.  

      The leader transition literature, on the other hand, does address executive 

integration. This stream of literature, while acknowledging organizational factors exist, 

place the onus of integration on the incoming executive (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; 

Downey, March, & Berkman, 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003). It does not 

adequately address the role of the organization or explain how executive integration 

occurs.   

     Finally, the practitioner literature concedes that leader integration is a significant 

problem and suggests that executive onboarding is a solution (Adler & Stomski, 2010; 

Bradt et al., 2001; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Sims, 2011; Wells, 2005). The practitioner 
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literature is rife with white papers and articles on the merits of executive onboarding. A 

Google search for “executive onboarding” produced 36,100 results. Nevertheless, little is 

known about executive integration and the effectiveness of onboarding as scholarly 

research on the subject is wanting (Dai, et al, 2011; Klein & Polin, 2012), and details 

about specific onboarding practices is lacking (Klein & Polin, 2012).   

In addition to the empirical gaps described heretofore, theoretical gaps exist. The 

socialization literature is criticized for being undeveloped, incomplete, overly descriptive, 

fragmented and lacking a unifying theory (Batistic & Kase, 2015; Bauer et al., 2007). 

Scholars have examined newcomer adjustment and integration through the theory on 

socialization tactics (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979), sense-making (Louis, 1980), 

uncertainty reduction theory, person-organizational fit, social identity (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012), and socialization resources (Saks & Gruman, 2012) among others. 

None of the theoretical approaches adequately explain the phenomena. 

The combined scholarly and practitioner literature suggests that situational, 

organizational, and individual factors interact, via interpersonal interactions between the 

new leader and organizational insiders, to affect integration outcomes. To that end, 

scholars call for research on how new leaders and the organizational context interact to 

affect integration outcomes (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Ashforth, 2012; Jones, 

1983; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987) with attention to the role of 

interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987). 

            This study responded to the gaps in the literature and examined a problem of 

practice: the high failure rates of externally hired executives. The study adopted a 

transdisciplinary approach, bringing different streams of literature together, and applied 
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Complex Responsive Processes (CRP), a complexity theory based on human interactions 

as a theoretical lens. CRP views relationships within a given context and explains how 

roles, identity, power, sense-making, and learning occur.  

Purpose and Research Question 

The failure rates of externally hired executives is a serious problem and one that is 

inadequately understood. The purpose of this study is to increase integration success for 

new leaders and organizations by revealing factors that affect integration outcomes. To 

address this purpose, the research question was: In what ways, do factors associated with 

externally hired executive integration (i.e., situational factors, organizational factors, 

individual factors, and interpersonal interactions) interact to facilitate or hinder 

integration? 

Statement of Significance 

This study provides key insights into a significant problem of practice, explored 

issues of theoretical importance, and contributed to the literature by 1) studying 

integration of externally hired executives, 2) exploring integration factors - that is, 

situational, organizational, individual, and interpersonal interaction - identified in the 

literature, 3) adopting an interactionist perspective, 4) taking a transdisciplinary 

approach, and 5) applying a qualitative methodology. 

    Problem of practice. To add value, researchers must generate knowledge that 

helps leaders and organizations deal with complex problems that are otherwise not being 

effectively addressed in practice, nor being adequately informed by theoretical 

knowledge developed through a single discipline (Van de Ven, 2007). This study 

grounded the research in practice (Van de Ven, 2007). The practitioner and scholarly 
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literature present a compelling case that executive integration is a significant problem of 

practice, effectively demonstrating that the failure rate of externally hired executives is 

substantial.  

 The study has implications for practice as it elucidated factors that facilitate or 

hinder executive integration (i.e., situational factors, organizational factors, individual 

factors, and interpersonal interactions). The findings may “inform choices and actions 

that will enhance an organization’s ability to accomplish their purposes [e.g., effective 

integration of externally hired executives] and our overall understanding of 

organizational behavior” (Mohrman & Lawler, 2012 p. 45), so that executive failure rates 

can be reduced. Given the competitive advantage of having talented executive leaders, 

this study has strategic implications for organizations (Handfield-Jones, 2006; Michaels 

et al., 2001; Sessa & Taylor, 2000, Silzer & Dowell, 2010). The findings suggest that 

organizations who have robust, strategic talent management and executive selection 

practices, combined with providing transition support, could experience greater success 

integrating new leaders into the organization.   

A related implication exists for the field of talent management. Organizations 

need robust executive selection practices which includes tools to help them assess for 

cultural fit. Personality and cognitive assessments have been used as one tool to assess 

for fit. Given the critical importance of interpersonal skills and relationship building for 

new leader success, exploring and/or developing validated instruments to assess for those 

skills may be warranted. Along those lines, the findings suggest that leaders who are able 

to discern and understand cultural and social dynamics and adapt their behavior 

responsively are better equipped to effectively navigate the organizational milieu. 
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Developing or using validated instruments and/or selection practices that illuminate those 

abilities could prove worthwhile.  

The interaction of factors taken with findings related to the individual have 

significance for executives who are considering a transition or who are transitioning into 

a new role. It adds to the transition literature by demonstrating upstream impacts to 

integration success. Executives who were deliberate in seeking opportunities with 

organizations that were a cultural fit with them, and meticulously assessed the 

organization for fit, found better success than those who did not. These executives 

utilized the selection process as an opportunity to assess the organization and culture. 

After assuring that the role was a good match and the culture a good fit, they leveraged 

the information they learned through their own assessment process to inform their 

transition plan and to enter the organization thoughtfully.  

Empirical contribution. In addition to practical implications of the findings, the 

study contributed to the empirical body of knowledge by addressing gaps in the literature.  

It contributes to the socialization literature by studying executive level leaders, a 

woefully underrepresented group in the literature.  It adds to the body of knowledge by 

heeding the call for studies on the interaction of factors (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987), 

and exploring the role of interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; 

Reichers, 1987). It also responded to the call for more research using qualitative 

methodologies “to identify and understand complex phenomenon” (Vancouver & 

Warren, 2012, p. 201). 

  Studying executive level leaders. The socialization literature has “often sampled 

those who are holding jobs for the first time as opposed to those who have prior 
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experiences, along with restricting samples to university, if not MB business school, 

graduates” (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012, pp. 14-15). Research on experienced 

newcomers or leaders is limited (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Ashforth et al., 2007). 

This study adds to the literature by studying executive level leaders.  

  Interactionist perspective. Scholars call for an interactionist approach to studying 

organizational socialization (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Ashforth, 2012; Jones, 

1983; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987).  Research from the interactionist 

perspective takes a person-by-situation approach and recognizes that not all newcomers 

are alike. Jones (1983) argued that we cannot fully understand newcomer adjustment and 

integration until the “socialization process is analyzed from an interactionist perspective 

in which newcomers are accorded an active role in mediating personal and role 

outcomes” (Jones, 1983, p. 464). This study contributes to the literature by taking an 

interactionist perspective. 

       Applying a qualitative methodology. Qualitative methods are necessary to 

“understand complex phenomenon that has not or cannot be studied using traditional 

quantitate methodologies” (Vancouver & Warren, 2-12, p. 208), and to yield insight into 

the process of adjustment, and cognitive and affective dimensions (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012).  Newcomers can feel a range of emotions from elation to 

disappointment (Louis, 1980), and engage in cognitive processes such as positive framing 

(Ashford & Black, 1996) and sense-making (Smerek, 2013). CRP incorporates physical, 

cognitive, and emotional processes into its framework (Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000). 

The proposed basic qualitative study will enable the researcher to explore these 

dimensions and processes adding depth to our understanding of executive integration.    
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Theoretical contribution. Finally, the study addressed issues of theoretical 

importance. Corley and Gioia (2011) suggest there are two dimensions of a theoretical 

contribution: 1) utility and 2) originality. Within each dimension are two sub-categories: 

utility can be practical or scientific, and originality can be incremental or revelatory.  

 Theoretical utility. This study has practical utility. It also has scientific utility by 

applying a new theoretical framework to the phenomenon under investigation (Corley & 

Gioia, 2011). Complex responsive processes (CRP), the theoretical lens for this study, is 

a new theoretical framework that has not been widely applied to organizational or 

management science. Applying CRP as the theoretical lens to the study of executive 

integration yielded practical implications and insight into the inherent complexity of the 

phenomena.  

 Theoretical originality. Along the originality dimension, this study provided 

revelatory insight and challenges conventional wisdom that assumes successful executive 

integration is solely the responsibility of the new leader or is solely the responsibility of 

the organization (Corley & Gioia, 2011). The literature suggests that integration success 

is mutually constituted – that is, individual and organizational factors interact to affect 

integration outcomes. The theory of CRP is, itself, revelatory. It “allows us to see 

profoundly, imaginatively, unconventionally into phenomenon we thought we 

understood” (Mintzberg, 2005, p. 361). CRP is a process theory of human relating and 

holds that the individual and social co-evolve together through iterative interpersonal 

interactions, the outcome of which cannot be known beforehand (Stacey, Griffin, & 

Shaw, 2000).  
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      Theories applied to understand newcomer integration, heretofore, have failed to 

fully explicate the complex phenomena. By applying CRP, a broader theoretical lens, this 

study captured the complex interactions and found that the outcomes of executive 

integration are unpredictable and subject to the phenomena of self-organization, 

emergence, and non-proportionality. It illustrated how contextual, situational, 

organizational, and individual factors interact to produce outcomes that could not be 

controlled nor predicted. 

 Transdisciplinary approach. Finally, this study holds potential significance by 

employing a transdisciplinary approach incorporating biological, social, psychological, 

and management sciences. The theory of CRP encompasses different theoretical 

perspectives that enabled an interactionist approach to exploring complex phenomenon 

using qualitative methodology.  

Conceptual Framework  

 This study examined the dynamic interacting factors associated with integrating 

externally hired executives. The literature suggests that integration success is affected by 

complex, interacting factors (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Bradt, 2012; Bradt et al., 

2001; Conger, 2012; Conger & Fishel, 2007; Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Klein & 

Polin, 2012; Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2014; Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987), and that 

integration outcomes occur via repeated interpersonal interactions between the newcomer 

and organizational insiders (Kammeyer-Mueller et al. 2013).  

 The literature, however, has failed to adequately examine the interaction between 

organizational factors, organizational insiders, and the new leader (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012). Indeed, the interaction between the new leader, organizational 
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insiders, and organizational practices is so powerful that “it is impossible to predict the 

nature of the new [leader’s] response to the organization until both organizational and 

individual factors are analyzed conjointly” (Jones, 1983, p. 464). The focus of research 

“should not be whether the organization or the new [leaders] themselves facilitate 

adjustment, but rather how both are crucial to the process” (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 

2012, p. 12). The interactionist perspective does not assume that integration is the direct 

result of individual actions or the direct result of socialization practices or organizational 

insiders. Rather, integration outcomes “arise from the complex interplay of factors at 

many levels of analysis” (Jones, 1983, p. 473). Due to the dynamic nature of executive 

integration and that integration is understood to be impacted by interpersonal interactions, 

Complex Responsive Processes (CRP), a complexity theory based on human interactions, 

will serve as the theoretical lens for this study. 

 Complex Responsive Processes. CRP is a complexity theory based on human 

interactions (Stacey et al., 2000; Stacey, 2001; 2003).  CRP holds that individuals are 

complex biopsychosocial human beings who interact with one another in the pursuit of 

individual and collective goals, and as an expression of their identity. People interact in 

both cooperative and competitive ways; interaction therefore is understood to be “power-

relating” in that the interaction simultaneously enables and constrains action.  

“Power enables one to do what one could not otherwise have done, and it also 

constrains one from doing what one might automatically like to do. 

Communicative interaction is a process in which people account for their actions 

and negotiate their next actions. This is a political process, the exercise of power. 
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Because all relationships have these characteristics, all relationships are 

simultaneously power relations” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 122). 

Interactions, according to CRP, involve all forms of formal and informal verbal 

and non-verbal communication, to include systems, language, use of symbols, and 

biological fluctuations (e.g., pupil dilation). An organization’s practices – the information 

and control systems, policies, and procedures - are communication tools designed to 

create efficiencies and standardization (Stacey et al., 2000). Organizational systems 

establish what is legitimate, and what is not. But systems are not independent entities. 

Rather, they are socially constructed communication frameworks, created by people, to 

guide action.    

CRP views “human action as being in its essence a process of sense-making” 

(Stacey et al., 2000, p. 2). Individuals draw upon their history and past experiences to 

guide their actions in anticipation of a desired future. Diversity, and thus novelty, emerge, 

when individuals differ in their interpretation and interact. Interaction “has the intrinsic 

capacity to yield coherent patterns of behavior… in the absence of any blueprint, plan, or 

program, and through that interaction they produce coherent patterns in themselves…. It 

is only when the interaction hits a critical degree of diversity, emerging as conflicting 

constraints on each other, that there arises spontaneous capacity for novelty. In other 

words, creativity and destruction, order and disorder, are inextricably linked in the 

creative process. That process is self-referential in the sense that interaction causes 

patterns in itself in a way that both sustains continuity in, and potentially transforms, that 

pattern” (Stacey et al., 2000, pp.7-8). Thus, every interaction is highly complex, and its 
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outcome cannot be predicted or controlled. In this way, Stacey and colleagues argue that 

the future is under perpetual construction via present reconstructions of the past.   

A theoretical cornerstone of CPR is symbolic interactionism (Stacey, 2000; 2003; 

Stacey et al., 2000). Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the interaction between the 

actor and the world and views the actor and the world as dynamic processes (Mead, 

1934). Symbolic interaction assumes that social reality does not exist "out there" in the 

real world, but that it is socially constructed through individual actions and those actions 

arise from what is considered personally meaningful. The social constructionism 

perspective does not view social phenomena as an objective reality but as the creation of 

human interaction, interpretations, and conclusions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) whereby 

“people create and are created by their social reality” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 176). Social 

constructions are culturally and historically founded – it is in the cultural and historical 

context that the constructions hold their relevance. 

  Conceptual Framework. The conceptual framework for this study is depicted in 

Figure 2.  Using CRP as the study lens and drawing from the relevant literature, this 

study sought to understand how situational, individual, and organizational factors interact 

during organizational entry via interpersonal interactions to affect integration outcomes. 

Stacey and colleagues (2000) argue that people act and interact in the pursuit of 

individual and collective goals and as an expression of their identity. The interaction is 

symbolic and meaning arises from the interaction.  

Individual action is influenced by individual goals and expectations, 

characteristics (e.g., identity, personality), and history of past experiences. “All human 

action is history dependent. Any current action, whether in the medium of symbols or 
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using tools is both enabled and constrained by the actions preceding it” (Stacey, 2001, p. 

101).  An individual acts with expectations of the future based on experiences in the past.   

Organizational factors include the pursuit of organizational goals, organizational 

practices designed to control and structure activities within the organization, the beliefs, 

values, and assumptions embedded in organizational culture, and the role of 

organizational insiders who are themselves individuals with individual goals and 

expectations, characteristics, and histories. Interactions are embedded within a given 

context, and meaning, therefore, is context dependent (Mishler, 1979). The socialization 

and transition literature suggests that situational factors exert an influence on individuals 

and the interaction that occurs between them (Conger, 2012; Jones, 1983; Watkins, 

2003). Given the above, an externally hired executive with their individual goals and 

expectations, characteristics, and history interacts with organizational insiders with their 

individual goals and expectations, characteristics, and history. The interaction has the 

potential to reach a degree of diversity and conflicting restraints which can transform the 

interaction in unexpected ways and fundamentally alter the trajectory of integration for 

the incoming executive.   
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 Summary of Methodology 

Basic qualitative research was best suited for the study due to the fact that the 

failure rates of externally hired executives is unacceptably high (Sessa & Taylor, 2000; 

Wells, 2005; Watkins, 2003) and yet the underlying processes are opaque. This basic 

qualitative study took a holistic approach to understanding the social phenomena and 

processes within the social, cultural, political, and historical context (Creswell, 2007). It 

was useful for understanding 1) how individuals interpreted their experiences, 2) 

constructed their realities, and 3) made sense of the situation (Merriam, 2009). A 
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Figure 2. Executive integration depicted as Complex Responsive Processes involving 

the interaction between situational, individual, and organizational factors via 

interpersonal interactions within a context. 
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qualitative research study was particularly well suited to obtain in-depth understanding of 

integration strategies, processes, and practices. It occurred within a natural setting. 

What’s more, the research design was flexible, allowing for insights to emerge that could 

not be captured by quantitative methodologies (Creswell, 2007). 

Eighteen executives were interviewed for this study. Nine of them were externally 

hired executives who entered the organization and experienced different levels of 

integration success. Nine were organizational insiders who worked closely with incoming 

executives and observed the process from an insider’s view. One participant shared 

experience as an incoming executive and as an organizational insider who closely 

observed the integration processes of a peer. The interviews lasted 60-90 minutes. Three 

of the executive participants who failed to integrate into the organization were 

interviewed a second time.   

  The study participants were asked to reconstruct their experiences related to 

executive integration. “A central characteristic of qualitative research is that individuals 

construct reality in interaction with their social worlds” (Merriam, 2009, p. 22). It is 

based on constructionism and symbolic interactionism; and is aligned with the CRP 

theoretical lens and philosophical underpinnings of this proposed study.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

 A qualitative research methodology was best suited for this study as it was 

designed to elucidate complex phenomenon that could not otherwise be understood using 

quantitative methodologies (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Vancouver & Warren, 2012) and 

responded to a call for qualitative research on the subject (Vancouver & Warren, 2012). 
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Creswell (2007) argues that qualitative studies are especially helpful in looking at 

phenomena holistically.  

      Since the participants were organizational elites, impression management was 

always a possibility (Odenhall & Shaw, 2002). To overcome that possibility, effective 

interview techniques were used, such as probing, asking follow-up questions, 

paraphrasing, and reflecting observations back to the participant. As the results attest, the 

participants were surprisingly candid. Relatedly, accessing elites was dependent upon the 

willingness of the participants to volunteer. As with any volunteer participation, those 

who choose to participate may have had motivations that are not transparent to the 

researcher, and which may influence the data.  

      The biggest limitation to this study is the fact that the executive participants and 

the organizational insider participants were not from the same organization. It was 

impossible therefore to obtain different perspectives on the exact same phenomena which 

would have resulted in greater understanding of the dynamic nature of organizational 

entry and executive integration.   

  Finally, the inquiry was exploratory and broad in nature. It was difficult to delve 

deeply into any one factor or deeply into the experience of the newly hired executive or 

organizational insider.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Complexity. Complexity as used in this context refers to “a particular dynamic or 

movement in time that is paradoxically stable and unstable, predictable and 

unpredictable, known and unknown, certain and uncertain, all at the same time” (Stacey 

& Griffin, 2005, p. 7). “From the complex responsive processes’ perspective, it is human 
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relating itself which is complex and uncertain in the sense described above. Healthy, 

creative, ordinarily effective human interaction is then always complex and uncertain in 

the sense described above” (p. 7) 

Complex systems. “A complex system is one whose component parts interact with 

sufficient intricacy that they cannot be predicted by standard linear equations; so many 

variables are at work in the system that its over-all behavior can only be understood as an 

emergent consequence of the holistic sum of the myriad behaviors embedded within” 

(Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009, p. 631) 

Emergence. “It is in the [self-organizing] local interaction that widespread coherence 

emerges without any program, plan or blueprint for that widespread interaction itself” 

(Stacey & Griffin, 2005, p. 7). 

Executive. An executive is defined to include general managers, corporate officers, and 

heads of major organizational functions and business units (Silzer, 2002). 

Executive integration. A mutual adjustment process between the organization and the 

new leader with four possible outcomes: 1) assimilation, 2) accommodation, 3) 

transformation, and 4) parallelism (Denis, Langley, & Pineault, 2000). 

Future under perpetual construction. Ilya Prigogine, physicist and Nobel Laureate, 

challenged conventional scientific thinking about a deterministic world, cause and effect, 

and certainty. In his book “The end of certainty” he seeks to answer the question: Is the 

future given, or is it under perpetual construction? Demonstrating that time is irreversible, 

and irreversibility leads to a host of novel phenomenon, he concluded that the future 

cannot be known but rather is perpetually constructed in the present (Prigogine, 1996).    
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Iterative reciprocal interactions. “Iterative refers to an ongoing sequence of interactions; 

reciprocal refers to the mutual simultaneous influence that the interacting elements have 

on each other” (Suchman, 2005, p. 514).  

Onboarding. “All formal and informal practices, programs, and policies enacted or 

engaged in by an organization or its agents to facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein & 

Polin, 2012, p. 268).  

Self-organizing. “Agents interact with each other on the basis of their own local 

organizing principles” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005, p. 7). 

Self-organization. “A process in which local interactions between parts of an organization 

produces emergent patterns of behavior of a coherent kind in the whole, all in the absence 

of any overall blueprint or plan for that whole” (Stacey, Griffin, and Shaw, 2000, p. 18). 

Socialization. “The process by which an individual acquires the social knowledge and 

skills necessary to assume an organizational role” (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979, p. 211). 

Work Relationships.  "Patterns of exchanges between two interacting members or 

partners, whether individuals, groups, or organizations, typically directed at the 

accomplishment of some common objectives or goal" (Ferris, et al. 2009, p. 1379). “The 

term workplace relationship generally refers to all interpersonal relationships in which 

individuals engage as they perform their jobs, including supervisor-subordinate 

relationships, peer coworker relationships, workplace friendships, romantic relationships, 

and customer relations” (Sias, 2009, p. 2). 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 
 This chapter focuses on the literature relevant to a problem of practice: the high 

failure rates of externally hired executives. Specifically, this chapter reviews factors that 

facilitate or hinder externally hired executive integration (i.e., the act or process of 

coordinating, or blending into a functioning or unified whole). The literature points to 

four primary factors that affect new leader integration: 1) situational factors, 2) 

organizational factors (e.g., socialization/onboarding practices), 3) individual factors, and 

4) the interaction between situation, organization, and individual factors (Jones, 1983; 

Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003; Reichers, 1987; 

Saks & Ashforth, 1997).  

 Drawing from the available resources, this chapter will start with an overview of 

situational factors pertaining to organizational entry. The literature points to 

organizational entry as a crucial and vulnerable time for newly hired leaders. What 

happens during organizational entry has the potential to set a trajectory for leader success 

or failure (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Wanous, 1992; Watkins, 2003; 2014).  

 In addition to situational factors, organizational factors, in particular, 

organizational practices, play a role in helping new leaders come up to speed and 

integrate into the organization (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Bradt, 2012; Bradt, 

Check, & Pedraza, 2001; Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Conger, 2012; Conger & 

Fishel, 2007; Saks & Gruman, 2012; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Organizational 

practices fall into pre-entry practices (e.g., job design, recruiting, selection, pre-boarding) 

and post-entry practices (e.g., orientation, onboarding), and will be included in this 

review.  
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 The early socialization literature focused almost exclusively on organizational 

factors, portraying newcomers as passive in the socialization process. Scholars began to 

argue that contrary to the typical depiction, newcomers can be proactive (Ashforth & 

Saks, 1996; Bauer & Green, 1994; Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987). A shift in the literature 

occurred as scholars began to explore the role individuals play in adjustment, learning, 

and integration. Along those lines, the leader transition literature approaches new leader 

integration from the perspective of the individual leader as “taking charge” (Ciampa & 

Watkins, 1999; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003). The transition literature suggests that 

individual leaders, through their actions, determine integration success. Beyond 

individual proactivity, the literature suggests that individual characteristics, such as 

personality, motives, attributional processes and skills (Jones, 1983); biographical and 

work experience (Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980; Schein, 1971); and individual goals, identity, 

and power (Stacey, 2003), affect leader behavior and integration outcomes. These will be 

covered in the section on individual factors. 

 Finally, the literature suggests that situational, organizational and individual 

factors interact, via interpersonal interactions, to affect new leader integration (Jones, 

1983; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003; Reichers, 

1987;). Interaction is itself a key factor in this study’s theoretical framework. The study 

will draw from the complexity sciences, in particular, the theory of complex responsive 

processes (CPR), which views human interactions—in this case, between executives and 

organizational insiders and other key stakeholders—as nonlinear, self-organizing, and 

emergent. The chapter concludes with a summary of the literature and inferences for the 

upcoming study. 
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 An array of academic databases was searched for this literature review. Academic 

Search Complete, Academic Search Premier, ABI/INFORM Complete, Business Source 

Complete, Business Source Premier, and JSTOR were sourced. In addition, a search was 

conducted on the Dissertations and Theses Online database and Google Scholar. The key 

search terms used were onboarding, organizational socialization, organizational entry, 

newcomer adjustment, newcomer integration, organizational entry, and complex 

responsive processes. The key search terms were used alone and in combination with 

executive and leader (e.g., executive onboarding, leader onboarding, executive 

socialization, leader socialization and so forth). The search dated back to 1963 when the 

first article on organizational socialization first appeared in the literature.  

Situational Factors 

 “The period of early [organizational] entry is one of the most critical phases of 

organizational life” (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003, p. 779). It is a time of 

increased risk and vulnerability for the organization and the new leader alike. 

Organizations make a substantial investment of time and resources to attract, recruit, 

select, hire, and integrate new leaders. New leaders, in turn, experience the stress of 

leaving behind familiar settings to enter unfamiliar ones (Nelson, 1987), often relocating 

themselves and their families, in anticipation of having a job that meets their basic (e.g., 

salary, benefits, safety) and social needs (e.g., workplace relationships), as well as, their 

desire for mastery, and growth (Wanous, 1992). Despite mutual interest in integration 

success, new leader failure rates are high, causing significant ramifications.  

Situational pressures during organizational entry are particularly acute for the 

organization and new leader (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003; Wanous, 1992). 
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 Situational Pressures: Time. Time is of the essence during organizational entry 

(Ashforth, 2012, Watkins, 2013). Research has shown that an employee's attitudes and 

beliefs towards the organization is formed very early and remains moderately stable 

across time (Bauer & Green, 1994; Mabey & Iles, 1991; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Wanous, 

1973). First impressions make lasting ones (Ashforth, 2012; de Janasz, van der Graaf, & 

Watkins, 2013; Van Maanen, 1975; Wanberg, 2012). Initial impressions and attitudes are 

formed as early as the first day on the job (de Janasz et al., 2013) as newcomers decide 

whether they are a good fit with the organization. At the same time organizational 

insiders are sizing up the newcomer. “Research and conventional wisdom both suggest 

that employees get about 90 days to prove themselves in a new job” (Bauer, 2010, p. 1). 

Early impressions have an enduring quality and tend to significantly influence later 

attitudes and behavior (Ashforth, 2012; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Morrison, 1993; 

Stohl, 1986).    

 Research shows that what happens within the first few months can affect a 

newcomers’ job satisfaction (Ashforth & Saks, 1996; Bauer et al., 2007; Maier & 

Brunstein, 2001), organizational commitment (Ashforth & Saks, 1996; Bauer et al., 2007; 

Maier & Brunstein, 2001; Meyer & Allen, 1988; Saks et al., 2007), performance (Bauer, 

Erdogan, Liden, & Wayne, 2006; Bauer et al., 2007; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Saks et al., 

2007), and retention (Bauer et al., 2007; Saks et al., 2007). One study, for example, found 

that 90% of new employees make their decision to stay at a company within the first 6 

months on the job (Aberdeen Research, 2006). 

 Situational Pressures: Organizations. Organizations face three critical 

challenges hiring leaders from the outside (Rollag et al., 2005). First, external leaders are 
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hired for their unique experiences, expertise, and creativity; and are frequently brought in 

during organizational change (Rollag et al., 2005; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Watkins, 2003). 

The challenge for organizations is to leverage the strategic capabilities of the new leader 

and benefit from their insights without causing too much disruption.  

 Secondly, after a significant investment of time and resources to acquire the new 

leader, organizations need the leader to come up to speed quickly and contribute (Rollag 

et al., 2005; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). New employees are “typically a net drain on 

productivity, drawing a salary, incurring expenses, and consuming co-workers’ time 

without providing much in return (Rollag et al, 2005, p. 35). One study found that “lost 

productivity resulting from the learning curve for new hires and transfers was between 

1% and 2.5% of total revenues” (Rollag et al., 2005, p. 35). Given that it can take a new 

leader a minimum of 6.2 months to hit the break-even point (i.e., the point where they 

contribute as much value as they take), reducing time to productivity is paramount 

(Watkins, 2003).  

 Retaining new employees is the third critical challenge facing organizations 

(Rollag et al., 2005). Newcomer turnover, voluntary and involuntary, is highest during 

the first few months of employment (Wanous, 1992). A study conducted by Wanous, 

Stumpf, and Bedrosian (1979) tracked 1,736 newly placed workers in a variety of 

industries and roles for over seven months. Fifty-seven percent of the workers left during 

the study period. A full one-third of all new hires departed their roles within the first four 

weeks (Wanous, 1992). A more recent study found that 22% of new employees’ turnover 

within the first 45 days of employment, 31% of new employees leave their job within the 

first six months, and 46% turnover within the first 18 months (Chushard, 2014). 
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Premature turnover occurs across all organizational levels, and turnover is particularly 

high among new executives and senior leaders. A large global search firm conducted an 

internal study of 20,000 searches (Masters, 2009). They found that 40% of executives 

hired at the senior level are “pushed out, fail or quit within 18 months”.  

New leader turnover has far reaching negative consequences (Phillips & Edwards, 

2009). First, turnover is expensive. Turnover costs range between 200%-300% of the 

leader’s salary after accounting for lost revenue, salary, benefits, recruiting, hiring, 

relocation costs, and severance (Phillips & Edwards, 2009). Beyond direct costs, new 

leader turnover “creates a leadership vacuum… triggers turnover at other levels… creates 

a loss of intellectual and developmental resources… [and] disrupts and weakens customer 

relationships (Downey et al., 2001, p. 18). It impacts employee morale, can result in 

stalled organizational initiatives, loss of business knowledge, and lost business 

opportunities (Conger & Fishel, 2007; Downey et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 

2003).   

 Situational Pressures: Newcomers. Joining an organization presents a 

substantial challenge for newcomers. Their “most pressing task is to build a set of 

guidelines and interpretations to explain and make meaningful the myriad of activities 

observed as going on in the organization” (Van Maanen, 1978, p. 21). Newcomers must 

learn their role, people, products, services, organizational practices and norms, and make 

sense of the organizational culture. They must adapt to a new way of being, working, and 

relating. Joining an organization “is a particularly salient time for newcomers” (Van 

Maanen, 1978, p. 16). It has been described as entering “alien and stressful territory” 

(Katz, 1980)…. The experience is characterized by disorientation, foreignness, and a kind 
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of sensory overload” (Louis, 1980, p. 230) or what Hughes refers to as a “reality shock” 

(Hughes, 1958), as newcomers are thrust from a state of certainty to uncertainty; from 

knowing to not knowing; from the familiar to the unfamiliar (Van Maanen, 1978, p. 16).  

 A newcomers’ experience is characterized by three key features: change, contrast, 

and surprise (Louis, 1980). Schein (1971) posits that newcomers encounter change as 

they cross at least three boundaries: functional, hierarchical, and inclusionary. The 

boundaries vary in number, degree of permeability, and filtering properties. Age, size, 

industry, structure, and culture of an organization affect the number of boundaries, their 

permeability and filtering properties. A large multi-national corporation in the technology 

industry, for instance, will have exponentially more boundaries and stringent 

requirements at top levels for entry than a small regionally operated family owned 

manufacturing business. Schein describes hierarchical and functional boundaries as being 

more explicit. Information on these boundaries can largely be obtained by viewing 

organizational charts, human resource (HR) policies, role qualifications, job descriptions, 

functional/departmental materials, and attending orientation and training programs. 

Inclusion boundaries, except for organizational entry, tend to be tacit and obscure. 

 Gaining entrance to the “inner circle” and crossing inclusion boundaries is culture 

specific and often requires a different set of factors than organizational or role entry. 

“Competence may be critical in permeating the external boundary, but factors such as 

personality, seniority, and willingness to play a certain political game may be critical in 

becoming a member of the ‘inner circle’” (Schein, 1971, p. 406). An individual’s past 

experience facilitates crossing hierarchical and functional boundaries, for example, a 

manager in finance being hired at a director level in finance; however, past experience is 
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of little help with the inclusion boundary (Louis, 1980). Influence and information access 

can rarely follow a newcomer into a new situation especially in the case of an external 

hire. Resultantly, newcomers tend to hold “peripheral rather than central positions in the 

inclusionary network” (Louis, 1980, p. 236). 

 In addition to change, the contrast between newcomers’ current and past 

experiences plays a role in the salience of current experiences (Louis, 1980). The 

experience of contrast is personally and historically based. Organizational insiders are 

not privileged with the same set of previous experiences a newcomer has and therefore 

cannot, for the most part, predict contrasting features. Contrast is person-specific. A 

unique case of contrast is the “letting go of old roles”. According to Louis, “no newcomer 

transition erases all trace of the old role before the new role is taken on… the first time a 

newcomer is involved in almost any activity in the new role, the memory of the 

corresponding activity in one or more old roles may be brought to bear” (Louis, 1980, p. 

236). Recollecting previous role experiences while assuming a new role naturally 

generates contrasts. 

 Newcomers undergoing multiple changes and contrasts are likely to encounter the 

third key feature of newcomer experience, surprise (Louis, 1980). Surprise occurs when 

there is a difference between a newcomer’s anticipated experiences and actual ones. It 

typically has an affective component to it. When the surprise is positive, such as in the 

case of getting an office with a scenic view, the newcomer may feel delighted. However, 

when the surprise is negative, such as getting an office in the basement without windows, 

the newcomer may experience disappointment. Emotions - such as excitement, 

disappointment, doubt, feelings of alienation, anxiety, and stress - play a substantial role 
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in the newcomer experience (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012), exacerbating their learning 

and adaptation challenges, and affecting important outcomes such as productivity, 

contribution, and retention (Rollag et al., 2005; Wanous, 1992). When there is a 

mismatch between the newcomer’s specific job wants and reality then performance can 

suffer (O Reilly, 1977). Likewise, when there is a mismatch between the newcomer’s 

abilities and job requirements then turnover can result (Wanous, 1992). 

Situational pressures: New leaders.  The challenges facing newcomers are 

magnified for new leaders (Conger, 2012; Watkins; 2003; 2014). New leaders are often 

recruited to respond to organizational change, new ventures, mergers and acquisitions, or 

to address competitive pressures (Appelbaum, & Valero, 2007; Bradt et al., 2001; 

Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2014). These factors increase the liability of the company and 

amplify the challenges new leaders face (Finkelstein, 2003). Conger (2012) argued that 

executives encounter three “daunting challenges” crossing an organizational boundary, 

and those challenges create the “perfect storm.” First, the new executive must gain 

mastery over a complex and demanding role. Second, organizational expectations are 

high. This is especially true for externally hired leaders compared to those promoted from 

within (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Finally, organizational support is typically low. These 

challenges make executive derailment a real, and dangerous, possibility. 

 New leaders are prized for their functional expertise and experience and are 

expected to deliver immediate results while learning the ropes of a completely unfamiliar 

operational, cultural, and political environment (Conger, 2012; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; 

Watkins; 2003; 2014). The organizational pressure to perform quickly is particularly 

intense and the honeymoon is short (Daniel & Crawford, 2011). Senior executives are not 
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given enough time to learn the culture, develop relationships, establish credibility, and 

perform; nor are they given the onboarding and integration support needed to be 

successful in the new organizational environment (Conger, 2012; Wells, 2005). 

Moreover, new leaders are less likely to get help from others, “because they are the ones 

who are supposed to be in charge and know how everything works” (Hurst et al., 2012, p. 

122). Organizationally, peers and direct reports can hinder success by taking a “wait and 

see” stance, or through downright resistance. Thus, the seeds of new leader success or 

failure are sown early (Conger, 2012; Watkins, 2003). 

 At a time when the stakes are highest, new leaders are also the most vulnerable. 

Failure to create momentum and demonstrate results in the first 90 days can profoundly 

handicap a leader’s future success (Appelbaum, & Valero, 2007; Bradt et al., 2001; 

Downey et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2014). Unlike newcomers 

lower in the organizational hierarchy, leaders are confronted with enormous pressure to 

perform quickly and establish credibility; as a result, new leaders can fall into common 

behavior traps such as falling prey to the action imperative, attempting to do too much, or 

coming in with the “the answer” (Watkins, 2003, 2013, 2014). To respond quickly and 

make an impact new leaders frequently make the mistake of relying on past experience to 

interpret situations and guide actions. This is particularly true in the early stages of 

organizational entry. “Past experience profoundly influences the [leader’s] actions and 

what he tends to focus on, as well as the kinds of problems he is likely to face” (Gabarro, 

1987, p. 7).  

 During organizational entry “small disconnects and misunderstandings can be 

amplified over time” (Downey et al., 2001, p. 2). Paradoxically, new leaders are expected 
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to perform and find the right balance between contrasts and apparent contradictions, or 

what Downey and colleagues refer to as “assimilation polarities”. Inability to find the 

right balance in an organization often results in new leaders making mistakes and 

increasing their risk of failure. In a large survey of 500 global executives, respondents 

were asked to identify the top reasons new leaders fail to effectively integrate into a new 

role (Egon Zehnder, 2013). The top three reasons cited were: 1) Poor grasp of how the 

organization works (69%), 2) cultural misfit (65%), and 3) difficulty forging alliances 

with peers (57%). In another study, 49% of respondents identified “not taking the time to 

understand the environment and culture before making changes, [that is] coming in ‘with 

THE answer’” as a mistake new leaders make (Applebaum & Valero, 2007, p. 5).  

 In summary, organizational entry creates significant risk to the leader and the 

organization. Failure is a real possibility. Furthermore, “success or failure during the first 

few months is a strong predictor of overall success or failure on the job” (Watkins, 2014). 

Failure is never, however, solely the fault of the new leader (Watkins, 2003; 2014). Nor 

is it solely the fault of the organization. Rather, failure or success results from the 

interplay between the organization and its’ members, the new leader, and the situation 

(Jones, 1983; Watkins, 2003).  

Organizational Factors 

 Numerous organizational factors, such as size and industry, affect new leader 

integration (Katz & Kahn, 1979; Schein, 1971; Watkins, 2003). A large global tech firm 

with a virtual workforce has levels of complexity that a regional retail organization may 

not. Market forces, strategic initiatives, and organizational changes (e.g., realignment) 

likewise affect integration challenges (Watkins, 2003). A new leader who is brought in to 
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turn-around a failing company faces a vastly different situation than one who is hired to 

sustain success. Additional factors include organizational structure and job-design 

(Ashforth, Saks, & Lee, 1998), culture (Schein, 1971), and practices (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012; Klein & Polin, 2012).  

 Although there are many organizational factors, the literature pertaining to new 

leader integration focuses primarily on organizational practices; that is, the actions 

organizations take to acquire and onboard new leaders. In the academic literature, it is 

called organizational socialization (Wanberg, 2012), whereas the practitioner literature 

refers to it as executive onboarding (Bauer, 2010).  

 Due to the critical nature of joining an organization, much of the literature focuses 

on what happens prior to and during organizational entry (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 

2012). Therefore, this section will begin with an overview of the phases of organizational 

entry.  

      Phases of organizational entry.  Traditionally, there are four phases of 

organizational entry (Wanous, 1992): Two pre-entry phases (recruitment and selection), 

and two post-entry phases (orientation and socialization). Pre-entry phases reflect 

activities and processes that lead up to a new leader joining an organization. Post-entry 

phases broadly reflect activities and processes that commence on the first day on the job 

and continue throughout the new leader’s tenure.  

 Pre-entry phases: Recruitment and selection.  The pre-entry phase, recruitment, 

involves the process of mutual attraction (Wanous, 1992). It is the initiatory step bringing 

prospective employers and employees together to assess joint interest. If there is mutual 

attraction, then steps are taken to explore individual capabilities and organizational fit in 
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the selection phase. The selection phase involves matching the individual’s capabilities to 

the organizational requirements (i.e., putting the right person in the right job), and 

matching the individual’s specific job wants and needs to organizational culture and 

climate. The selection phase culminates in a contractual employment arrangement. 

Scholars argue that the process of integration informally starts during the selection 

process (Sessa & Taylor, 2000), and more formally after the hiring decision is made 

(Gilmore & Turner, 2010).     

 Recruitment and selection at the executive level is much more complex than 

lower-level hires (Zaccaro, 2010). Failure to find the right match between new leader 

capabilities and job demands, between personality and culture, and failure to start 

relationship development and integration during the pre-entry phase has dire 

consequences for new leader integration and success (Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  

  Post-entry phases: Orientation and socialization. The post-entry phase, 

“orientation”, is relatively short, lasting from one day up to a week (Saks & Gruman, 

2012; Wanous, 1992). Orientation is focused on the process of adjustment (Wanous, 

1992). It is intended to help new employees, referred to in the literature as newcomers, 

cope with the initial stress of entry, reduce anxiety and uncertainty by clarifying role 

expectations, providing information on organizational norms and policies, and 

introducing newcomers to their immediate co-workers. Orientation is part of the 

socialization process but is not the same as socialization (Saks & Gruman, 2012). It is 

distinct in several ways: orientation is typically a program or event that provides a 

superficial overview of the organization; it is brief; and involves few organizational 

members.  
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Socialization phase.  The final organizational entry phase is socialization 

(Wanous, 1992). It is by far the lengthiest, most complex, and comprehensive phase. It 

involves the ways in which newcomers “learn the ropes”, change, and adapt to 

organizational norms and culture (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). The socialization phase 

includes all practices of the organization, as well as, the proactive behavior of newcomers 

and organizational insiders, that facilitate or hinder newcomer adjustment and integration 

(Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012).  

 Phases of organizational entry serve as a heuristic for understanding the role of 

“event” time - that is, the “discrete episodes [that] frame the passage of time” (Ashforth, 

2012, p. 162). An episode, such as being contacted by an executive recruiter, for 

example, becomes a salient reference point, demarcating things that preceded and 

followed the event.  Event time differs from “clock” time, which is linear and consists of 

precise, deterministic units, such as minutes, hours, and days (Ancona, Okhuysen, & 

Perlow, 2001, as cited in Ashforth, 2012). Event time elucidates the “nature, flow, and 

impact of events. The meaning that newcomers derive from early events [such as in the 

recruitment and selection phases] and the stories they construct and reconstruct are 

particularly likely to affect the trajectory of learning and adjustment” (Ashforth, 2012, p. 

165)   

Organizational Socialization 

 Organizational socialization is defined as “the process by which an individual 

acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an organizational role” 

(Van Maanen & Schein, 1979, p. 211). Socialization serves an important function for 

individual adjustment, learning, adaptation, and contribution (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 
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2012; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979; Wanberg, 2012). Organizations 

need employees with the requisite skills and knowledge to perform in organizational roles 

and help achieve organizational goals.  Newcomers, however, bring different 

backgrounds, may operate under a different set of assumptions and have values and work 

practices that are at odds with the organizations’ way of doing things. To prevent 

disruption in the flow of activities or of established traditions, organizations must 

socialize new members (Van Maanen, 1978; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Socialization 

is a necessity because “individuals cannot become functioning members of organizations 

and organizations cannot sustain themselves without [it]” (Ashforth et al., 2007). 

 An overarching purpose of socialization is to help newcomers cope with the stress 

of entry, and make sense of, and fit into, their new environment and role. Evidence 

suggests that socialization tactics and practices can result in proximal outcomes of greater 

role clarity, a sense of self-efficacy, and social acceptance (Bauer et al., 2007; Saks et al., 

2007). These in turn positively correlate with distal outcomes of greater job satisfaction 

(Bauer et al., 2007; Maier & Brunstein, 2001), organizational commitment (Bauer et al., 

2007; Maier & Brunstein, 2001; Meyer & Allen, 1988), performance, and retention 

(Bauer et al., 2007; Saks et al., 2007; Wanberg, 2012).  

 If the purpose of socialization is to help newcomers cope, make sense of, and fit 

into, their new environment and role during entry, then specific objectives are to reduce 

equivocality (Ashforth et al, 2007; Louis, 1980), clarify role expectations, ensure 

compliance with organizational regulations, foster interpersonal connections, and equip 

the newcomer with essential information and insight to navigate the hidden rules of 

organizational culture (Klein & Polin, 2012; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979).   
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 The most widely researched topic on organizational socialization in the literature 

is socialization tactics (Kramer, 2010).  

 Socialization tactics. Van Maanen and Schein (1979) proposed six tactics that 

organizations can use to socialize employees and facilitate role orientation and newcomer 

adjustment (see Table 1 for a brief description of socialization tactics.). They define 

socialization tactics as “the ways in which the experiences of individuals in transition 

from one role to another are structured for them by others in the organization” (p. 230). 

The six tactics used by organizations to socialize employees are: Collective versus 

individual socialization processes, formal versus informal processes, sequential versus 

random processes, fixed versus variable processes, serial versus disjunctive processes, 

and investiture versus divestiture socialization processes (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979, 

p. 37).  

Ashford and Nurmohamed (2012) argue that “the first pattern (e.g., collective, 

formal, sequential, fixed, serial, and investiture) is explicitly oriented to a newcomer’s 

integration into the organization, whereas the opposite pattern (i.e., individual, informal, 

random, variable, and disjunctive) leaves a newcomer essentially on his or her own” 

(2012, p. 10). Socialization tactics focus on the structure of the socialization process and 

not the actual practices (Ashforth, Sluss, & Saks, 2007; Saks & Gruman, 2012). 
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Table 1 

Brief Description of Socialization Tactics (Van Maanen &Schein, 1979) 

 

 Socialization practices: Onboarding. Socialization practices are “organization-

initiated activities, programs, events, and experiences that are specifically designed to 

facilitate newcomers’ learning, adjustment, and socialization into a new job, role, work 

group, and organization so that they can become effective members of the organization” 

(Saks & Gruman, 2012, pp. 28-29). In practice-oriented outlets, like the Society for 

Human Resource Management (SHRM), entry-related socialization practices are referred 

Socialization 
Tactics 

Description  Opposite 
Tactic 

Description 

 
Collective 

Newcomers are put through 
orientation and training 
together as a group. 

 
Individual 

Each newcomer is 
individually oriented and 
trained. 

 
Formal 

Structured processes with 
specific objectives to assist 
the newcomer (e.g., police 
academies). 

 
Informal 

Newcomer typically 
assumes the role 
immediately and learning 
occurs on-the-job. 

 
Sequential 

There is a specific order in 
how newcomers are oriented 
and trained.  

 
Random 

Socialization does not 
follow a clear sequential 
pattern. 

 
Fixed 

The time it takes to learn a 
specific skill or advance to 
the next level is 
predetermined and explicit. 

 
Variable 

the newcomer is only given 
vague explanations, if any, 
of the time it takes to 
master a skill or advance. 

 
Serial 

An experienced 
organizational member 
grooms and mentors the 
newcomer. 

 
Disjunctive 

No assigned mentor or role 
model; newcomer is on 
his/her own. 

 
Investiture 

Builds upon the strengths, 
skills, values, and self-
concept of the newcomer. 

 
Divestiture 

Strips away the identity and 
characteristics of the 
newcomer, often requiring 
that newcomers engage in 
low-wage, low-status, low 
value, and low-skills tasks 
(e.g., medical students). 



 

43 
 

to as onboarding (Bauer, 2010). Onboarding is defined as “all formal and informal 

practices, programs, and policies enacted or engaged in by an organization or its agents to 

facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein & Polin, 2012, p. 268). According to Klein and 

Polin (2012), onboarding is short-term and focused on the entry process, whereas 

socialization includes the ongoing practice of equipping employees with the knowledge, 

skills, attitudes, and capabilities needed to fulfill, maintain, and expand in their 

organizational role (Wanberg, 2012). Onboarding includes the initial orientation process 

(Lee, 2006) and can last between six (Adler & Stomski, 2010; Bradt & Vonnegut, 2009; 

Wells, 2005) and 12 months (Bauer, 2010; Conger, 2012).  For leaders, onboarding can 

last up to 18 months (Conger & Fishel, 2007). Therefore, the term onboarding will be 

used in lieu of socialization when referring to practices that occur up to the first 18-

months of a newcomer’s tenure and are intended to facilitate new leader integration.  

 “Research shows that organizations that engage in formal onboarding by 

implementing step-by-step programs for new employees to teach them what their roles 

are, what the norms of the company are and how they are to behave are more effective 

than those who do not” (Bauer, 2010, p. 9). Effective onboarding has been shown to 

facilitate newcomer adjustment, reduce time to productivity, foster engagement, reduce 

turnover and minimize role failure (Aberdeen Group, 2006; Bauer, 2010; Bradt, 2012; 

Bradt et al., 2001; Bradt & Vonnegut, 2009; Conger, 2012; Conger & Fishel, 2007; Dai et 

al, 2011; Dai & De Muese, 2007; Ganzel, 1998; Klein & Polin, 2012; Rollag et al., 2005; 

Wells, 2005). The literature points to pre-entry and entry practices.   

 Pre-entry practices. Executive onboarding is best when it is an integral part of the 

overall talent management system (Bradt, 2012; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Gilmore & 
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Turner, 2010; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Silzer & Dowell, 2010; Snell, 2006). Organizations 

need to carefully consider the strategic needs of the organization when selecting new 

leaders. Mergers and acquisitions, rapid growth, cultural change, turn-arounds, start-ups 

and sustainability have different leadership requirements (Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Sessa 

& Taylor, 2000; Watkins, 2003; 2009). Talent management starts with understanding the 

strategic needs and designing the job to meet those needs (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Woods & 

Hinton, 2017). 

 In addition, finding talented leaders who have the skills and capabilities to assume 

the role, individual characteristics necessary to be successful, and ensuring person-

organizational (PO) fit is paramount (Gilmore & Turner, 2010). Effective recruitment, 

selection and hiring practices goes a long way toward ensuring new leader success 

(Conger & Fishel, 2007; Conger, 2012; Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Lombardi, 2014; Saks 

& Gruman, 2012; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Wanous, 1992). A carefully chosen selection 

committee (Sessa & Taylor, 2000), use of personality assessments (Gilmore & Turner, 

2010; Lombardi, 2014) and valid selection methods (e.g., structured and behaviorally 

based interviewing, mini-simulations) can enhance selection processes. Among the many 

considerations when selecting new leaders, it is important to make sure they have the 

interpersonal and relationship skills necessary to create environments where employees 

want to do their best (Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  

 Managing a new leader’s expectations is essential for setting them up for role 

success and inoculating them from job disappointment (Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Wanous, 

1992).  The greater the discrepancy between leader expectations and organizational 

reality, the greater the likelihood the new leader will turnover down the line (Mabey & 
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Iles, 1991 as cited in Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  One way to manage expectations is to 

provide a realistic job preview (RJP), describing what the job entails, its challenges and 

potential rewards, and information on the organizational culture and climate (Wanous, 

1992). New leaders also need to know what the strategic mandate is – that is, how the 

leader is expected to advance the strategic goals of the company (Stybel & Peabody, 

2007). RJP’s, strategic mandates, and information about the culture creates a more 

transparent process and helps candidates to adjust their expectations, make the right 

choice for themselves, and makes the organization look trustworthy which in turn leads to 

greater job satisfaction and commitment down the road (Wanous, 1992).   

 In addition to practices associated with talent acquisition, best practices include 

beginning the onboarding process as soon as the offer is accepted (Aberdeen Group, 

2008; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Lahey, 2014). The time between receiving the offer and 

entry is particularly valuable since the individual is anticipating the new role and eager to 

learn as much as s/he can prior to the first day. Pre-boarding, as it is called, may include 

sending gift packages to the incoming leader after the employment contract has been 

reached, making the leader feel valued and welcomed (personal communications, 2010).  

Other practices, such as hosting social events and giving internal access to web-portals 

prior to the first day enable the incoming leader to get a jump start establishing 

relationships and learning the organization’s systems, proprietary products, strategy and 

culture (Saks & Gruman, 2012; Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  

 A leader’s ability to influence others is a key performance requirement. One way 

to jump start that process is to provide contextual information, and information on who 

the influencers are, how decisions get made, and “how things are done around here”. 
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Hiring a new executive is political in nature and laden with risks and opportunities 

(Ferris, Perrewe, Arnold, & Gilmore, 2000). Explaining politics and power dynamics to 

the incoming executive equips them with the insights needed to navigate the social-

political-cultural system (Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Sessa & Taylor, 2000) and prevent 

“organ rejection” (Watkins, 2003).  

 Organizations with “Best-in-Class” onboarding practices are 35% more likely to 

begin onboarding before day one (Aberdeen Group, 2014) and “adopt a mix of strategies, 

capabilities, and technologies that supplement successful onboarding initiatives and 

enable them to positively reaffirm the new hire’s decision to join the company” 

(Aberdeen Group, 2008, p. 5).  They have higher implementation rates in assessing for 

cultural fit and pre-boarding. “No matter how good the selection process [is]” however, 

“and how perfect the match between the organization and the executive, the likelihood of 

failure is much higher unless that individual is properly integrated into the position and 

the organization” (Sessa & Taylor, 2000, p. 93). Pre-entry practices like effective 

recruitment, selection, hiring, and pre-boarding are only part of the solution to address the 

high executive failure rates.  

 Entry practices. Organizations invest significant time and resources in the 

recruitment and selection process, and then frequently adopt a ‘sink or swim’ approach 

once the new leader is hired. Research shows that less than one-third of newly hired 

leaders receive any integration support, fewer than one-fourth receive support from their 

supervisors, and even fewer receive support from peers (Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  The 

entry practices highlighted in the literature focus almost exclusively on non-executive 

level employees.  
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 Characteristics of effective onboarding programs. There are three key proximal 

indicators of newcomer adjustment in the literature: role clarity, a sense of self-efficacy, 

and social acceptance (Bauer et al., 2007; Bauer & Erdogan, 2012). The indicators reflect 

how successfully a newcomer is adapting to his/her role, work group, and organization. 

The indicators correspond to five key characteristics of effective onboarding programs, 

referred to as the Five C’s model: compliance, clarification, connection, confidence, and 

culture (Ellis & Bauer, 2017).   

 Compliance deals with ensuring new employees understand the basic human 

resource laws that apply to them (e.g., overtime rules, sexual harassment, etc.) and 

organizational policies and practices (e.g., safety policies and practices) that govern 

behavior in the workplace (Ellis & Bauer, 2017; Sims, 2011; Wanous, 1992). Compliance 

is the most common and lowest level of onboarding and entails processing employment 

related paperwork and orienting the new employee to HR related expectations and 

practices.  

 A second characteristic focuses on promoting role clarity (Bauer, 2010; Ellis & 

Bauer, 2017). Individuals entering an organization need to meet specific role and social 

expectations. They need to understand performance requirements, job tasks, priorities, 

reporting structures, and timelines to meet role demands (Feldman, 1981; Katz & Kahn, 

1978). Role clarity occurs when the incumbent understands what his/her role and related 

responsibilities are, and how s/he is expected to carry out role functions (Katz & Kahn, 

1978). It is assumed that if a newcomer is clear about what his/her role expectations are, 

then s/he will enact the role as intended, provided s/he has the requisite skills and 

resources to do so.   
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 Organizations can help clarify expectations by thoroughly defining the job, 

explaining the newcomer’s role in the organization, reviewing policies and procedures, 

providing training and development, assigning buddies, and providing feedback (Baer, 

2011). Bauer and Green (1998) found, in a longitudinal study of 205 newcomers, that 

managerial clarifying behavior led to greater role clarity and performance efficacy for 

newcomers. In a longitudinal study of 295 college graduates entering their first job, 

Ashforth and Saks (1996) found that organizational institutionalized tactics lowered role 

ambiguity, role conflict, and stress symptoms. Clarification includes information about 

the organizational culture, reporting structures, performance metrics, recognition and 

reward systems, and organizational policies and procedures (Sims, 2011).  

 The third feature of effective onboarding is fostering interpersonal relationships or 

connections (Bauer, 2010; Ellis & Bauer, 2017). As previously noted, a proximal 

indicator of newcomer adjustment is the degree to which newcomers are connected to, 

and integrated with one’s work group, and the degree of social acceptance and support 

they receive from organizational insiders. Newcomers have a need to belong, to work 

with friendly people, to feel respected by co-workers, superiors, and customers, and to 

obtain support from others (Wanous, 1992). Social support is essential in reducing stress 

and helping newcomers cope and adjust (Hurst et al., 2012). Co-workers can help 

newcomers interpret role demands and soften the impact of reality shock (Van Maanen, 

1976). Social support takes a variety of forms such as help performing work tasks, 

providing advice, answering questions, and being included in social interactions. It is 

essential for newcomers trying to make sense of the new organization (Louis, 1980).  
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 Onboarding practices such as a welcome gift, introducing them to organizational 

insiders, team lunches, affinity groups, and assigning a buddy or mentor can help a 

newcomer feel welcomed, valued, and connected to the organization and co-workers (de 

Janasz et al., 2013; Derven, 2008; Ganzel, 1988; van der Graaf & Watkins, 2013; Snell, 

2006). Helping newcomers establish work relationships reduces stress, enables them to 

gain social acceptance and the support needed to succeed (Bauer et al., 2007; Korte, 

2009, 2010; Rollag et al., 2005). In a longitudinal study involving 210 new nurses, Fisher 

(1985) found that social support led to increased job satisfaction, performance, and 

commitment and was negatively correlated with turnover. Moreover, social support led to 

lower levels of stress for the newcomers. Social support has been demonstrated to 

accelerate newcomer learning and adaptation (Korte, 2009; Rollag et al., 2005), increase 

job satisfaction, performance, and commitment and reduces turnover (Bauer et al., 2007; 

Fisher, 1985).  

 Possessing the confidence or self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994) to succeed is the 

fourth characteristic (Ellis & Bauer, 2017). Self-efficacy is defined as “people’s beliefs 

about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise 

influence over events that affect their lives” (Bandura, 1994, p. 2). In its essence, self-

efficacy affects how people think, feel, are motivated, and behave. Strong self-efficacy, it 

is argued, improves performance, empowers individuals to approach difficult tasks as a 

“challenge to be mastered rather than a threat to be avoided”, fosters commitment and 

determination, helps individuals persevere in the face of adversity, enhances resiliency 

after failure, and reduces stress (Bandura, 1994). Efficacious beliefs have a profound 

effect on a host of cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection processes (Bandura, 
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1994) which in turn leads to job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and 

performance (Bauer et al., 2007; Gruman et al, 2006; Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 

2003). Providing social and work-related resources such as training, job-related resources 

(e.g., tools, materials), support, and clear performance expectations serve to enhance 

newcomer self-efficacy and adjustment (Saks & Gruman, 2012). 

 Finally, onboarding practices that explain the “way things are done around here” 

and communicate the organizational culture is essential (Ellis & Bauer, 2017).  These 

practices include giving new employees information on the organization’s mission and 

values, background on important symbols, telling legacy stories, and introducing them to 

organizational rituals. It could also include the results of cultural diagnostics or cultural 

change initiatives (Adler & Stomski, 2010).  

 Notably, based on this review of the literature, a sixth “C” could be added to the 

five C’s framework when onboarding new leaders:  context. Understanding and operating 

successfully within the organizational context is paramount for new leader success 

(Conger, 2012; Conger & Fishel, 2007; Bradt et al., 2011; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Dai et 

al., 2011; 2007; Downey et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Ciampa & 

Watkins, 1999; Vroom & Jago, 2007; Watkins, 2003). New leaders are often hired during 

significant organizational change, and typically with strategic objectives in mind (Sessa 

& Taylor, 2000; Watkins, 2003). For instance, Watkins (2009) identified five business 

situations new leaders commonly encounter: start-up, turnaround, accelerated growth, 

realignment, and sustaining success. Referred to as the STARS model, each situation 

seeks different integration outcomes and must be approached accordingly.  
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 Executive leaders operate at the interface between the organization and its 

environment (Thomson, 1967). They formulate purpose, objectives, and strategy - 

playing a critical role in its implementation and eliciting the cooperation of others 

(Barnard, 1938; Porter, 1980); they are a member of at least two groups: (a) their work 

unit, and (b) the executive team (Barnard, 1938); have numerous and varied stakeholder 

groups such as the Board of Directors, customers, and vendors (Dai et al., 2011); and 

must address the position imprint of their predecessor (Dai et al., 2011; Watkins, 2003), 

making the task of assuming the role much more complicated.  

 Moreover, executive leaders must learn the formal and informal work 

relationships and power structures within the new political context (Ciampa & Watkins, 

1999; Downey et al., 2001; Ferris et al., 2000; Gabarro, 1987; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; 

Watkins, 2003). In order to contribute to organizational goals, leaders must understand 

how decisions really get made, identify key influencers, and be able to “mobilize 

sufficient political support and resources to take action” (Pfeffer, 1992, p. 4). This 

requires an ability to act effectively within the established political realities and 

relationships (Downey et al., 2001; Kotter, 1977; Pfeffer, 2010). A characteristic of 

power is that it is contextual and relational (Munduate & Medina, 2017). “Power emerges 

from a specific set of social relations and can only be understood in relation to others” 

(Munduate & Medina, 2017, p. 177). This means that power resides in the relationship 

and not the individual. When the context changes, a person’s power changes.  

Not understanding the degree to which the situation is politicized may cause a 

person either to use power and influence when it is unnecessary, and thereby 

violate behavioral norms as well as waste resources, or to underestimate the 
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extent to which power needs to be employed, and fail in the task of 

implementation (Pfeffer, 1992, p. 33).  

Resultantly, executive onboarding needs differ from the needs of employees hired in at 

lower levels within the organization (Bauer, 2010; Dai et al., 2011). Developing strategic 

partnerships, mobilizing political support and resources, addressing position imprint, and 

establishing credibility requires political savvy, and high-quality work relationships – 

something new leaders must cultivate. Unfortunately, too many organizations “assume 

that new leaders possess the social skills and business understanding to tap the 

organizational network themselves, so they invest little time introducing new leaders 

around the company (Dai et al., 2011, p. 167). Without early support many leaders 

struggle to develop relationships and lack the benefit of having organizational insiders 

provide contextual insight that could help the leader make sense of, and navigate more 

effectively, the new environment (Louis, 1980; Morrison, 1993; Settoon & Adkins, 1997; 

Smerek, 2013).  

 Context is an important consideration in executive onboarding. Integrating new 

leaders into the status quo may be at odds with the situation and strategic mandate (Dai et 

al., 2011; Denis, Langley, & Pineault, 2000). Contextual factors necessitate a tailored 

onboarding approach (Conger & Fishel, 2007; Conger, 2012; Aberdeen Group, 2008; Dai 

& De Meuse, 2007; Lahey, 2014). 

 Organizations that incorporate the onboarding characteristics into their practices 

have better integration results (Bauer, 2010; Aberdeen Group, 2008). They are much 

more likely than other organizations to adopt a comprehensive approach, have a formal 

onboarding plan, use metrics to evaluate onboarding success and new employee progress, 
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and utilize technology to streamline the process (Aberdeen Group, 2008; Bauer, 2010; 

Bradt, 2012; Bradt et al., 2001).  

Outcomes. Outcomes associated with organizational practices generally fall into 

two primary categories: socialization tactics and onboarding. Socialization tactics have 

been studied extensively in the socialization literature (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Ashforth et 

al., 2007; Bauer et al., 2011; Cable & Parsons, 2001; Kim, Cable, & Kim, 2005; Saks, 

Uggerslev, & Fassina, 2007) and have been found to facilitate newcomer integration. In a 

meta-analysis involving 70 unique samples (N=12,279), Bauer et al. (2007) examined 

antecedents and socialization outcomes. They found that socialization tactics were 

positively related to proximal outcomes of newcomer adjustment. Socialization tactics 

led to greater role clarity (Adkins, 1995; Bauer & Green, 1998; Mengue, Han, & Auh, 

2007), self-efficacy (Bauer et al., 2007; Gruman et al, 2006; Kammeyer-Mueller & 

Wanberg, 2003), and social acceptance (Bauer et al., 2007). Moreover, socialization 

tactics lead to increased job satisfaction, organizational commitment (Adkins, 1995; 

Bauer & Green, 1998; Mengue, Han, & Auh, 2007), and performance (Bauer & Green, 

1994).   

 Unlike socialization tactics, academic studies on onboarding practices is wanting 

(Klein & Polin, 2012). The practitioner literature, on the other hand, heralds onboarding 

as a viable solution to reduce failure rates and help newcomers adjust. In a study of 800 

enterprises across industry, geography and size, organizations with “Best-in-Class” 

onboarding practices had 100% improved retention rate of new hires and 60% reduced 

time to productivity compared to industry average or “laggard” companies (Aberdeen 

Group, 2008).   
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 Executive onboarding has been reported to improve retention rates for newly 

hired leaders and save millions of dollars for Bristol-Myers Squibb (Wells, 2005). 

Corning Glass Works reaped similar benefits. They found that “new employees who went 

through a structured onboarding program were 69% more likely to be with the company 

after 3 years than those who were left on their own” (Ganzel, 1998, p.  54). A study of 

125 new leaders at Johnson & Johnson, found that after implementing a comprehensive 

onboarding program tailored to the new leader and the context, 95% of new leaders 

reported that they could focus on the right priorities, 83% reported building new 

partnerships, and 82% experience greater role clarity. Moreover, 30-40% reported that 

they “felt that they performed better” because of the onboarding and integration support.  

 The practitioner literature suggests that onboarding can reduce failure rates of 

new leaders. In a review of the literature, Klein and Polin (2012) conclude that while 

practitioners purport that onboarding is “an important and valuable HR activity, critical to 

a newcomer’s adjustment and ultimate success” (p. 279), the literature fails to produce 

much more than white papers “filled with descriptive research from across client 

organizations”, “superficial case studies” highlighting the experiences of companies, or 

“advice columns” (p. 275).   

 In a rare in-depth case analysis of a comprehensive leadership onboarding 

program, Conger and Fishel (2007) describe the specific onboarding interventions that 

contribute to successful leader integration at Bank of America. During a five-year period 

(2001-2006), Bank of America hired 189 externally recruited executives, and promoted 

many internal candidates into leadership positions. The Bank’s annual termination rate 
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was only 12%, compared to the estimated 40% rate at other large corporations (Watkins, 

2003).  

 Several factors contributed to Bank of America’s onboarding success (Conger & 

Fishel, 2007). First, they adopted a comprehensive approach and onboarded leaders over 

an extended period (i.e., 12 to 18 months).  Second, their onboarding program was 

adequately resourced with an emphasis on stakeholder resources. Finally, interventions 

focused on creating quality of dialogue and “quality of the interaction between the 

executive and their stakeholders” (Conger & Fishel, 2007, p. 446).  

Individual Factors 

 The early socialization literature focused, almost exclusively, on organizational 

factors that affect newcomer integration (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012). Newcomers 

were portrayed as passive in the integration process and newcomer adjustment was 

attributed to early learning experiences and socialization practices employed by the 

organization (Jones, 1983). One of the most significant shifts in the literature was the 

realization, and acknowledgment, that no newcomer is alike (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 

1987), and newcomers play an active role in their integration process (Bauer, Morrison, 

& Callister, 1998; Saks, Gruman, & Thomas, 2011).  

Individuals join organizations with specific career goals in mind. Those goals 

differ from individual to individual and influence career choices (e.g., Do I join this 

organization or not?), and expectations (Louis, 1980). Moreover, as a leader plans for the 

transition, it is not uncommon for him/her to develop a set of transition goals and 

strategies. Gabarro (1987) argues that the first three months in a new role is characterized 

by learning and action. The first objective for a new leader is to “grasp the nature of their 



 

56 
 

new situations, understand what tasks and problems needed to be dealt with, and assess 

their organization’s capabilities” (Gabarro, 1987, p. 20). The ultimate goal is to create a 

mental map of the organization, gain actionable insight, and chart a course of action.  

This section will begin with an overview of learning and adaptation followed by 

actions new leaders take to “learn the ropes” in what the socialization literature refers to 

as new leader proactivity. 

 The literature shows that individual proactivity is affected by characteristics of the 

individual (Jones, 1983) to include their personality, individual needs and motivations, 

biological factors (Damasio, 2003; Perry, 2007), and biographical experiences (Beyer & 

Hannah, 2002; Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980; Stacey et al., 2000). 

These will be reviewed following the new leader proactivity sub-section.  

Finally, it has been argued that individual action and organizational entry is in its 

essence a sense-making process (Louis, 1980; Stacey et al., 2000; Weick 2001). As new 

leaders strive to make sense of their new environment they interact with organizational 

insiders in pursuit of their learning and integration goals and as an expression of their 

identity. The interaction enables and constrains further action and is understood as 

“power-relating” (Stacey et al., 2000).  The last three subsections under individual factors 

therefore are sense-making, identity, and power and influence.  

Learning and Adaptation  

Organizational entry and integration is fundamentally a process of learning and 

adaptation (Van Maanen, 1978). Individuals must first acquire the necessary information 

(e.g., task, role, social, and cultural), and then “adapt by tailoring their behaviors to fit the 

demands of a particular environment” (Ashford, 1986, p. 465).  
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Illeris (2009) broadly defines learning as “any process that in living organisms 

leads to permanent capacity change and which is not solely due to biological maturation 

or aging” (p. 7). Learning, Illeris argues, is a bio-psycho-social phenomenon that is best 

understood as an interaction between the individual (with his/her internal processes) and 

the social, cultural, and material environment. While many theories of learning exist, 

none completely capture the complex nature of adult learning. The theoretical lens to this 

study, Complex Responsive Processes (CRP), is built upon Mead’s (1934) work on social 

learning and symbolic interactionism (Stacey, 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). Mead and 

symbolic interactionism are explored later in this chapter under the section on CRP.  

Given that symbolic interactionism is incorporated into the theoretical lens and 

that no single learning theory captures the complexity inherent in executive integration, 

the following will highlight Weibell’s (2011) principles of learning. Responding to 

Kelly’s (1963) suggestion that scholars should “examine a variety of scientific theories, 

not to find one that can be copied concretely, but to discover common principles that can 

be applied” (p. 23), Weibell analyzed 36 learning theories to extrapolate principles of 

learning. Among the social learning theories, that is those most relevant to this study, 

Weibell analyzed: 1) Sociocultural Development Theory (Vygotsky, 1934, 1978), 2) 

Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977), 3) Expansive Learning (Engestrom, 1987), 4) 

Cognitive Apprenticeship (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989), 5) Communities of Practice 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991), and 6) Dynamic, Distributed, Bounded Communities (Wilson & 

Ryder, 1996).  

Principles of learning. Weibell (2011) identified seven principles of learning that 

are useful in the context of executive integration and learning.  The first principle, 
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potential, captures the inherent potential and capacity for individuals “to do, to think, to 

believe, and to feel” (Weibell, 2011, p. 428). According to Weibell, doing and thinking 

are both ways of acting. To act by doing is to interact with the external world. To act by 

thinking is to interact with the contents of one’s mind and soul. Thus, capacity to act 

refers to the extent of one’s ability to interact with both the shared external and the 

private internal worlds. Similarly, capacity to believe is the extent of one's ability to hope, 

to dream, or to have faith. Belief determines the self-prescribed bounding limits of one's 

actions. Capacity to feel is the extent of one's ability to connect with people, events, 

places, or things. Feeling determines both the depth and richness of one's experiences. 

(Weibell, 2011, p. 428). From this capacity habitual patterns of doing, thinking, acting, 

and believing are formed, and the very character of the individual evolves.  

The second principle pertains to the target of learning (Weibell, 2011), which can 

be intentional or incidental, simple or complex. Learning to answer the phone or input 

data is relatively simple compared to learning about the operations of a large multi-

national corporation. It is typical for new executives to set specific learning targets that 

they believe will help them come up to speed quickly (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; 

Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003).     

Thirdly, learning involves change and generally occurs through repetition, over 

time, and with effort (Weibell, 2011). Change includes retrospective and feedback 

processes. For example, learning content is compared and contrasted against existing 

knowledge and understanding; previous experiences and learning can either hinder or 

facilitate new learning; and content that is novel is likely to hold particular significance 

for the individual. Moreover, feedback is an essential component of change as it provides 
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evidence of progress towards the learning target, and what needs to occur to reach the 

target.  

The fourth principle, practice, can be intentional or incidental (Weibell, 2011).  

Intentional practice refers to selected activities designed to learn the targeted information. 

For example, reading, inquiry, shadowing, and observing are activities that could assist 

the person in learning about the organizational culture. Incidental practice, on the other 

hand, occurs when an individual makes continued adjustments as a result of unplanned 

experience.  

The fifth and sixth principles are context and engagement, respectively (Weibell, 

2011). All learning is contextual and includes internal processes of the individual (e.g., 

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and motivations) and the environment (e.g., people, tools, 

artifacts, and the physical surroundings). Internal processes are influenced by internal 

factors (e.g., general health, fatigue) and external sensory information. Individuals with 

sufficient physical, mental or emotional capacity are positioned to engage in the learning 

activity. “There are many and various reasons for which a person might engage in, or 

avoid, a given learning activity. It is usually the case that a person will engage in certain 

activities, do things in a certain way, or avoid certain activities, based on previously 

established habits. Habits of activity, however, are subject to current levels of capacity, 

factors of motivation, and factors of inhibition” (Weibell, 2011, p. 443). 

The final principle of learning is agency (Weibell, 2011). “Learners are not 

passive recipients of learning, but active agents with the ability to choose how they will 

apply their attention and effort, and to choose what learning activities they will engage 

in” (Weibell, 2011, p. 446). Learners actively select their own targets, models of practice, 
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the contexts they want to participate in, and their own motivations for engagement. 

Although others, like hiring managers or HR leaders, may set learning targets and 

activities for the learner (e.g., onboarding), the learner ultimately chooses whether or not 

to comply with those targets and activities, and to what extent s/he will engage.  

Adaptation. Individual adaptation in the workplace reflects the “cognitive, 

affective, motivational, and behavioral modifications made in response to the demands of 

a new or changing environment, or situational demands” (Baard, Rench, & Kozlowski, 

2013, p. 50). There are six areas of individual adaptation in workplace (Pulakos et al, 

2000): 1) solving unfamiliar problems creatively, 2) entering a novel and unpredictable 

work setting, 3) learning work tasks, technologies, and procedures, 4) interpersonal 

adaptability, 5) cultural adaptivity, and 6) physical adaptation to difficult environmental 

working conditions, such as working in the heat or in difficult terrain. Depending on the 

situation, all six areas of adaptation apply to new leaders. With a few exceptions (see 

Chao, O'Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & Gardner, 1994), however, the socialization 

literature has largely focused on knowledge acquisition and learning related to role 

clarity, task mastery and social acceptance (Bauer et al, 2007).   

Adaptation is important because it captures the adjustment that newcomers make 

during organization entry. There is a nuanced difference between learning and adaptation. 

One can learn, for example about the organizational culture. To successfully integrate, 

however, one must fully comprehend the culture and be willing to act “in accordance 

with the accepted customs, values, rules, and structures operating within it” (Pulakos et 

al., 2000, p. 614). For the unexperienced newcomer, effective organizational practices 

should teach him/her how to act, enhancing the likelihood of adaptation.  Integration 
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goals for new leaders, on the other hand, differ. Leaders who are hired to affect major 

change are a disruptive force, necessitating adaptation for organizational insiders 

(Downey et al., 2000; Watkins, 2003; 2014). 

New Leader Proactivity  

Assuming an organizational role requires new leaders to learn role-related 

expectations, and key organizational systems and processes. As active agents in their 

learning process (Weibell, 2011), to gain control, and cope with the stress of entry, new 

leaders can engage in a variety of proactive behaviors, such as information seeking, 

feedback seeking, positive framing, monitoring, relationship building, and job-change 

negotiation (Ashford & Black, 1996). Ashford and Cummings (1983) argue that 

individuals are motivated to be proactive, to “reduce uncertainty about appropriate 

behaviors and potential evaluations; to attain and maintain feelings of efficacy with 

respect to the environment; and/or to more thoroughly understand the evaluative 

contingencies of a given environment” (p. 382). Ultimately, newcomers hope to 

“establish themselves relationally, create a positive image, and assess their fit with a new 

job setting” (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012, p. 10).  

 Proactive behavior is defined as anticipatory, future-oriented, and self-initiating 

behavior that is designed to change the situation, change oneself, or to change the 

situation and oneself (Parker, 2007; Parker & Collins, 2010; Parker, Bindl, & Strauss, 

2010). Proactive behavior may be overt, as in direct inquiry, feedback seeking, and 

experimentation; or it may be hidden, as in monitoring, positive framing, and listening 

(Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012).  
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 New leader proactivity differs from newcomers lower in the hierarchy in 

important ways (Jones, 1983). Leaders are confident, have established learning and action 

strategies that contributed to past success, possess salient personal and leadership 

identities associated with being action oriented, taking charge, and being decisive 

(Nyberg & Sveningsson, 2014). As holders of power, new leaders may be less sensitive 

to the needs of others or how they impact them (Van Kleef et al., 2008), less open to 

advice (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Tost et al., 2012), more likely to be assertive, verbally 

dominant (Tost et al., 2013), and engage in risk taking behavior (Anderson & Galinsky, 

2006). Dominant newcomers, Jones argues, often seek to “resocialize established 

members by disrupting taken-for-granted cultural assumptions. Although this may be 

done on the interpersonal level, it may also be attempted by altering the very rules for 

inclusion and promotion” (Jones, 1983, pp. 471-472). It is not uncommon for new 

executive leaders to bring in their own team and replace organizational insiders (Ciampa 

& Watkins, 1999; Bradt et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003). These actions have 

significant ramifications for organizational insiders and can trigger internal resistance – 

or what Watkins calls “organ rejection”.  

 Much remains to be learned about newcomer proactivity. It has been suggested 

that future research consider contextual and environmental factors (Cooper-Thomas & 

Burke, 2012), explore why some newcomers are more successful obtaining proactive 

outcomes than others (Saks et al., 2011), insider reciprocity, and the interaction between 

organizational practices, newcomer proactivity, and the interactions between new leaders 

and organizational insiders (Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Jones, 1983; Reichers, 

1987; Saks et al., 2011).  
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Jones (1983) asserts that individual characteristics play a key role in the 

attributions newcomers make and the actions they take. To explicate factors that affect 

new leader proactivity, characteristics of the individual will be explored, followed by 

biological factors and biographical experiences which have also been identified as 

influencing new leader proactivity. 

Characteristics of the individual. Jones (1983) argued that individual 

characteristics “influence the newcomer's initial psychological orientation towards the 

organization, and attributional processes affect the individual’s ability to make sense of 

the organizational context” (p. 464). Personality, individual goals/needs/motivations, 

skills, behavior, and past work experience interact to affect how an individual transition 

into a new role and organization. An individual who is entering their first full-time job, 

for example, with limited work experiences and low self-efficacy, will respond very 

differently to the stressors of organizational entry than a more seasoned, competent 

newcomer, such as an externally hired new leader. New leaders have accumulated a host 

of work-related experiences, have past successes which enabled them to climb the 

hierarchical ladder, and gained substantial subject matter expertise. Coupled with prior 

role and industry related experiences, and previous experience entering new 

organizations, new leaders tend to be more confident and better equipped to make sense 

of the new environment, cope with the stress of entry, and adapt. Moreover, Jones argues, 

that experienced (or what he calls “dominant”) newcomers tend to be more proactive and 

more likely to try to control situations.  

 “Individual differences have been well documented” (Buss, 2009, p. 360). 

Moreover, they are linked to differences in leadership capability, effectiveness (de Vries, 
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2018; Northhouse, 2010), and integration success (Jones, 1983; Lam, Lee, Taylor, & 

Zhao, 2018). 

 Personality. Personality reflects “the dynamic patterns of how people feel, think, 

strive for, and behave in specific situations” (Geukes, van Zalk, & Back, 2018, p. 45), 

and accounts for “consistencies in behavior, thought, and feeling across situations and 

over time” (McAdams & Olson, 2010, p. 519). While there are numerous personality 

traits, the Five Factor Model (FFM) or “Big Five”, is a commonly used typology (Yukl, 

2006).  The FFM has five dimensions, each containing a cluster of other traits. The five 

dimensions, and their corresponding traits, are: 1) Openness (curious, inquisitive, open-

minded, and learning oriented), 2) Conscientiousness (dependable, hardworking, 

integrity), 3) Extraversion (outgoing, sociable, assertive, active), 4) Agreeableness 

(trusting, helpful, accommodating, need for affiliation), and 5) Neuroticism (emotional 

stability, adjusted, self-esteem, self-control). 

 Personality-related differences are an important, albeit highly contested, construct 

in leadership (Antonakis et al., 2012). The research shows, however, that leader 

personality is correlated with leadership style (de Vries, 2012) and contributes to 

important outcomes via leader behavior. To illustrate this point, influence, an essential 

capability for effective leadership (Northhouse, 2010), has been linked to personality 

differences (Buss, 2009). Individuals who score low on agreeableness, for example, are 

“likely to use coercive [influence] strategies (e.g., demanding, criticizing, and yelling) to 

get what they want.” Individuals who have low emotional stability are inclined to “use 

regression strategies (e.g., sulking, pouting, and whining)”, and those who are low on the 
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extraversion scale are apt to use influence strategies involving “monetary rewards (e.g., 

gifts or money) and self-abasement” (Buss, 2009, p. 364). 

 Personality also has implications for developing quality work relationships; 

relationships, which in turn facilitate faster new leader integration (Korte, 2010; Rollag, 

Parise, & Cross, 2005). For example, individuals who score high on “agreeableness” are 

prone to be more sensitive to others, more accommodating, tactful, and considerate; 

qualities that foster interpersonal connections and relations (Kaiser & Hogan, 2011). 

Conversely, leaders low on agreeableness can be insensitive, abrasive, and intimidating; 

qualities linked to leader derailment (Yukl, 2006).  

 An individual’s personality plays a role in personal (a) motives, situational 

preferences, goals and strategies; (b) social perceptions, and cognitive and affective 

processes, as well as, which features of the environment are most salient; and differences 

in their self-concepts, concepts of others, and their world-views. It affects perceptive, 

evaluative, and attributional processes (Jones, 1983), how leaders deal with 

disappointment (Zaleznik, 1967), their action-orientation (Crant, 2000), and ability to 

adapt to new situations (Griffin & Hesketh, 2003, 2004, 2005; Jiang, 2017; Pulakos, 

Arad, Donovan, & Plamondon, 2000; Wang, Zhan, Mccune, & Truxillo, 2011).  

    Individual goals, needs and motivations. While personality traits influence 

behavior, traits cannot account for all human actions (McAdams & Olson, 2010). 

Individual needs and motivations play a central role in driving behavior via social-

cognitive processes (Murray, 1938 as cited in McAdams & Olson, 2010). Individuals are 

motivated to satisfy basic physiological and safety needs, as well as needs for human 

connection, mastery, achievement, and self-actualization (Mazlow, 1943). Moreover, 
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individuals are agentic; they possess the capacity for goal-oriented behavior, self-

direction, self-reflection, and self-regulation (Bandura, 1986; 1989). Individuals make 

“casual contributions to their own motivation and action within a system of triadic 

reciprocal causation... [where] action, cognitive, affective, and other personal factors, and 

environmental events all operate as interacting determinants” of human behavior 

(Bandura, 1989, p. 1175); in what Bandura refers to as emergent interactive agency.  

 “As agentic, self-determining beings, people do more than merely act in more-or-

less consistent ways across situations and over time. As agents, people make choices; 

they plan their lives; they will their very identity into being” (McAdams & Olson, 2010, 

p. 524). The agentic self establishes goals (e.g., short and long term; approach and 

avoidance), develops plans and goal-related strategies. Through foresight they anticipate 

the consequences of action and motivate themselves accordingly. Efficacious beliefs – 

that is, beliefs about one’s ability to “exercise control over events that affect their lives” - 

are essential to personal agency (Bandura, 1989, p. 1175). Individuals will high self-

efficacy envision and anticipate successful outcomes and are more motivated to take 

initial action and persist through failure and difficulty. Strong self-efficacy serves as an 

emotional buffer, reducing the stress, depression, and anxiety that can accompany 

difficult situations and tasks.  

 Although adaptive characteristics such as goals, needs, motivations differ from 

personality traits, they are related in complex ways (McAdams & Olson, 2010).  Roberts 

and Robbins (2000) found correlations between major life goals - such as a career, 

family, lifestyle - and certain personality traits as measured by the Big Five. For example, 

economic goals were related to extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and lower 



 

67 
 

agreeableness. Relationship goals were related to higher extraversion and agreeableness, 

and aesthetic goals were associated to openness to experience. While studies show a link 

between personality traits and major life goals, there is not enough evidence to suggest 

that one subsumes the other (Roberts, O’Donnell & Robins, 2004).  

Individual skills. Skills are “the ability to use one’s knowledge and competencies 

to accomplish a set of goals or objectives” (Northhouse, 2010, p. 40). Three skill 

categories are particularly relevant for effective leadership (Katz, 1955) and leader 

transitions (Downey, et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Watkins, 2003). 

The first, technical skills, involves specialized knowledge, analytical and problem-

solving capabilities, and demonstrated competency in utilizing tools and techniques 

associated within their functional area/discipline. Technical skills are needed for success 

with a particular field and important for supervisors, managers, and leaders. 

 Conceptual skills involve the ability to take a global, systemic, and strategic 

perspective; to understand the interdependencies that exist within an organization and 

across functional areas; and recognize the relationship between organizational success 

and broader environmental/market forces (Katz, 1955).  Conceptual skills are essential 

for analysis, planning, structuring, and coordinating (Yukl, 2006). The more senior the 

leader, the more s/he needs to possess conceptual capabilities.   

 Finally, interpersonal skills refer to a leader’s ability to connect, understand, 

influence and engage others in a cooperative effort (Katz, 1955). Individuals with strong 

interpersonal skills have high self- and other- awareness.  

They are aware of their own attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs about other 

individuals and groups; [are] able to see the usefulness and limitations of these 
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feelings. By accepting the existence of viewpoints, perceptions, and beliefs which 

are different from [their] own, [they] are skillful in understanding what others 

really mean by their words and behavior. [They] are equally skillful in 

communicating to others, in their own contexts, what [they] mean by [their] own 

behavior” (Katz, 1955, p. 34).  

Interpersonal skills “include knowledge about human behavior and group processes, 

ability to understand the feelings, attitudes, and motives of others and the ability to 

communicate clearly and persuasively” (Yukl, 2008, p. 64). Social insight, tact, 

diplomacy, and empathy, coupled with self-awareness and self-monitoring, enable the 

leader to select appropriate influence strategies and adjust his/her behavior to match 

situational needs (Goleman, 2006; Yukl, 2008). Thus, interpersonal skills are essential for 

new leader integration (Rollag et al., 2005; Korte, 2010; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). 

Biological factors. “Individual differences are rooted to a large extent in 

biological differences (Ashton, 2007; Chamorro-Premuzic, 2007) and these links are 

particularly relevant for those social contexts in which leadership is exercised (cf. Caldu 

& Dreher, 2007)” (Antonakis et al., 2012, p. 646). To understand the complexity of the 

individual, it is important to note, that individuals are bio-psycho-social beings who 

possess a unique set of biographical experiences that, taken together, influence how they 

make sense of the world, how they view themselves and others, and the actions they take 

(Geukes, van Zalk, & Back 2018; Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980; Mead, 1939; Schein, 1971; 

Weick, 1979).    

 Biologically speaking, an individual is born with innate tendencies (i.e., 

temperament), that influence how s/he processes and responds to sensory information 



 

69 
 

from the physical and social environment (Damasio, 1994; 2003; Perry, 2002). Endowed 

with extraordinary somatosensory and neuro-processing capabilities, a human being 

detects, via the senses, a host of environmental stimuli – most often categorized 

according to its beneficial or harmful potential – and then orchestrates a physiological 

response that precedes cognition. The threat response is an example of this process. 

When the body perceives a threat, the brain releases a host of chemical and electrical 

signals to ready the body for survival (Damasio, 2003; Steimer, 2002).  As part of the 

reaction, the body undergoes physiological changes in blood pressure, heart rate, and 

adrenaline; smooth muscles contract, pupils dilate, and a cognitive narrowing occurs. 

Resultantly, the individual experiences the emotion of fear as the body prepares for 

action. These physiological processes are designed to promote survival and maintain 

equilibrium.  

 The important takeaway here is that biology predisposes the human body to detect 

sensory information (i.e., visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, and gustatory), assess it for 

its threat or benefit potential, and orchestrate physiological fluctuations autonomically – 

that is, without conscious awareness (Damasio, 2003; Perry, 2002). This form of 

information processing is termed “bottom-up” processing, as the information is processed 

first at the lower levels (i.e., bottom) of the brain.  

 Bottom-up processing has a profound influence on social and communicative 

processes. Humans have the ability to detect the emotional state of others, resulting in an 

adjustment of their own emotional/physiological state. Emotional regulation (Fox & 

Card, 1999; Lewis, Amini, & Lannon, 2001), emotional contagion (Barsade, 2002; Gump 

& Kulik, 1997; Neumann & Strack, 2000), mimicry (Hatfield, Capioppo & Rapson, 
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1994) and empathy (Levinson & Ruef, 1992) are examples of this process. Non-verbal 

cues are particularly potent in interpersonal communication.   

 Biology has equipped human beings with a profound ability to adapt to 

environmental conditions. It enables the 1) appraisal of a personally meaningful, 

emotionally competent stimulus, 2) activating a cascade of chemical and physiological 

processes, that 3) prepare the individual for an adaptive response designed to enhance 

survival, and 4) manifests as an emotional state (Damasio, 2003).  

 One cannot escape the influence of biology, and its autonomic processes, on 

individual behavior. Perceptual processes begin subcortically, detecting environmental 

stimuli and triggering a physiological response - all without the conscious awareness of 

the individual (Damasio, 2003; Perry, 2007). Further, environmental stimuli are matched 

against previous experiences reinforcing certain themes across an individual’s life 

(Damasio, 2003; Perry, 2007). Over time meaning is attached to patterns of stimuli; and 

beliefs, values, and assumptions are formed that in turn trigger emotional responses, drive 

cognition, decision-making processes, and ultimately behavior (Kahneman, 2011).  

Biographical experiences.  As previously noted, individual differences result 

from the interaction of biology (i.e., genetic expression and biological processes) and an 

individual’s biographical experiences via the physical/social/cultural environment 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Damasio, 2003; Geukes et al., 2018; Perry, 2007). Early 

experiences can have a profound effect on an individual’s social, emotional, and 

psychological well-being much later in life. Attachment theory, for example, “asserts that 

individuals form an attachment style—secure, insecure-ambivalent, or insecure-

avoidant—toward primary caregivers early in life, and this attachment style becomes an 
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internal working model (i.e., a schema/script) for interactions in future relationships 

(Ainsworth et al., 1971; Bowlby, 1969, 1988)” (Hinojosa, McCauley, Randolph-Seng, & 

Gardner, 2014, p. 596). So powerful are those early experiences that they are said to 

shape personality as an individual matures and exert an ongoing influence on 

psychosocial functioning (Thompson, 1999).  “A secure or insecure attachment in 

infancy can shape many aspects of developing personality, including sociability, 

emotional predispositions, curiosity, self-esteem, independence, cooperation, and trust” 

(Thompson, 1999, p. 269). 

Biographical experiences shape “the mental and emotional disposition of behavior 

in individuals by engaging them in activities that arouse and strengthen certain impulses” 

(Dewey, 1916, p. 19), while extinguishing others. From infancy forward, individuals 

have experiences that shape how they perceive the world, and they have been socialized 

to think and behave in ways consistent with their family culture. Factors such as socio-

economic status, race, gender, religion, and regional and national culture all play a role in 

shaping the individual. As a result, there is significant variation in the individual 

experience and how one thinks, feels, and acts in certain situations (Bronfenbrenner, 

1994; Buss, 1987, 2009; Dewey, 1916; Elias, 1991; Geukes et al., 2018; Mead, 1939). 

 In the case of organizational entry, a new leader’s biographical experiences 

significantly influence how s/he will react to the new organizational milieu (Jones, 1983). 

An individual’s learned response to novel situations “plays a decisive role in determining 

how [s/he] will attempt to master the new situation” (Schultz & Luckmann, 1947, as cited 

in Jones, 1983, p. 466). Past experience affects how an individual perceives and responds 

to unique features of the environment, the tactics and strategies s/he adopts (Beyer & 
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Hannah, 2002; Jones, 1983), the skills s/he employs (Yukl, 2006), and her sense-making 

approach (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1979).   

     Previous experiences and self-efficacy beliefs set the foundation for a new 

leader’s expectations and actions (Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980). Individuals with high self-

efficacy beliefs and a sense of mastery will perceive the new situation differently than 

those with low efficacious beliefs. Experienced, efficacious newcomers (e.g., new 

leaders) are more likely to see the new situation as an opportunity to demonstrate their 

personal skills and capabilities; try and take control of the situation; and to engage in role 

innovation (Turner, 2012) bringing the role into alignment with their situational identity. 

Whereas, “those with low perceptions of personal competence will be more concerned to 

identify with the task (Katz, 1978) or to define a situational identity in narrow rather than 

boundary spanning terms” (Jones, 1983, p. 466).  

 Previous work experience and high self-efficacy can serve to facilitate (Beyer & 

Hannah, 2002; Jones, 1983; Van Maanen, 1983; Watkins, 2003, 2014) or hinder new 

leader integration (Adkins, 1995; Dokko, Wilk, & Rothbard, 2009; Watkins, 2003, 2014). 

An individual with diverse functional and role experience, has the benefit of applying 

previous lessons and learning approaches to the new situation, enhancing the rapidity of 

task and role mastery (Beyer & Hannah, 2002). Adkins (1995) discovered, however, that 

previous work experience can also negatively impact integration. Individuals who had 

prior experience, had greater role conflict and lower performance ratings than less 

experienced counterparts. Adkins posits that previous work experience may lead to a 

“false confidence”. Newcomers who are overly confident in their ability to perform the 

role may be less likely to pay attention to situational cues and formal instructions. Over 
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confidence in one’s ability has been linked to executive failure in highly visible, 

established roles (Finkelstein, 2003), as well as, integration failure (Downey et al., 2001; 

Watkins, 2003; 2014). In fact, overly confident new leaders tend to “come in with the 

answers”, fail to accurately assess the new situation, and try to control organizational 

insiders and forces (Downey et al., 2001; Egon Zender, 2013; Watkins, 2003; 2014). 

These actions inadvertently trigger internal resistance. To make matters worse, new 

leaders are prone to stubbornly cling to strategies that worked in the past and fail to adapt 

to differing situational demands (Downey et al., 2001; Finkelstein, 2003; Watkins, 2003; 

2014). 

 Past experience determines the novelty of a situation, its salient features, and 

one’s expectations (Louis, 1980). Louis (1980) suggests that the more elements that differ 

between the new situation and previous ones, the more a new leader will experience 

contrast and surprise, and the more likely s/he will have to cope with the stress of entry. 

Moreover, previous experience influences newcomer expectations, and determines which 

features of the situation are most emotionally relevant to the individual. Expectations, 

resulting from previous experience, may be unrealistic given the new situation (Adkins, 

1995), setting the new leader up for disappointment (Louis, 1980; Zaleznik, 1967).    

The characteristics of the individual, their biology, and history of biographical 

experiences affect their learning orientation, adaptability, and proactivity. It also affects 

which elements of the new environment are most salient to the individual and the 

meanings they apply to their experiences.  When leaders “undergo a transition, regardless 

of the information they already possess… their a priori understandings… are bound to 

change in either a subtle or a dramatic fashion” (Van Maanen, 1978, p. 21). Their first 
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task is to make sense of the new environment and develop “a perspective for interpreting 

their experiences” (p. 21). Organizational entry is thus characterized as a sense-making 

process. Moreover, to gain knowledge, learn about organizational systems and processes, 

and chart a course of action, new leaders must interact with organizational insiders. 

Interactions are viewed as an expression of identity and power-relating (Stacey et al., 

2000). Accordingly, the remaining subsections under individual factors are sense-making, 

identity, power and influence.  

Sense-making. Sensemaking is “about the interplay of action and interpretation” 

(Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409) via the articulation and enactment of 

knowledge, thoughts and ideas. “If the first question of sensemaking is ‘what’s going on 

here?,’ the second, equally important question is ‘what do I do next?’ (p. 416).  

 Sense-making is a process, where individuals and groups, structure and organize 

equivocal information (i.e., information that is ambiguous, unknown, or where multiple 

and competing interpretations exist) in order to reduce equivocality and take action 

(Ancona, n.d.; Fuchs & De Jaegher, 2009; De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, 2008; Weick, 

1979; Weick, 2001; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). It is “often one of the first steps 

[leaders] take to help understand the context in which a company and its people operate” 

(Ancona, n.d., p. 16). 

 Sensemaking has seven properties (Weick, 2001; Weick et al., 2005). It is 1) an 

on-going, 2) retrospective - and prospective process (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, 2008) 

- that occurs within a 3) social context and is affected by and affects 4) personal identity. 

Sensemaking involves noticing and bracketing 5) salient cues, which are 6) enacted upon 

based on their 7) plausibility. Weick (1979; 2001) argues that individuals and 
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organizations are inundated with information, and innumerable possibilities and 

outcomes. In order to make sense of the multitudinous information and possibilities, 

individuals must act on the environment and narrow the possibilities by selecting certain 

aspects of the information.  The selected data is then bracketed through the actions of the 

individual.  Bracketing emphasizes certain information and ignores other information 

potentially reducing the number of variables to manage. The infinite options are reduced 

via enactment (i.e., acting upon the environment) through a trial and error process 

coupled with interpretation of the equivocal information and action, followed by further 

action (i.e., selection). Successful actions and interpretations are retained for future 

application. 

 Sensemaking is on-going and retrospective (Weick, 2001). Individuals draw from 

previous experiences to interpret current ones and to determine which elements are most 

relevant. An individual’s personal characteristics, attributions, cultural assumptions and 

interpretive schemes factor into the sensemaking process (Louis, 1980).  During 

organizational entry, interpretations of events and the meaning applied to them “may be 

inadequate in the absence of relevant information about organizational, interpersonal, and 

personal histories” (Louis, 1980, p. 244). Organizational insiders are a rich source of 

information and can serve as a critical sounding board. New leaders, however, are not 

likely to have established relationships with insiders to test their perceptions and 

interpretations (Louis, 1980). 

In the absence of initial internal relationships, new leaders “may be compelled to 

rely on the interpretations of others from outside the organization” (Settoon & Adkins, 

1997, p. 515). Studies have shown that external referents such as family and friends have 
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been important sources of pre-entry job information (Miller & Jablin, 1991). However, 

relying on external sources during sensemaking may led to erroneous interpretations and 

negative consequences (Louis, 1980; Smerek, 2013) such as failure to successfully 

integrate and establish a situational identity leading to a “decrease in performance, 

satisfaction, and commitment” (Settoon & Adkins, 1997, p. 509). On the other hand, 

using insiders for sensemaking enables new leaders to “obtain accurate information about 

the job and thus lower role ambiguity, role conflict and intent to leave the organization, 

and higher job satisfaction, organizational commitment and performance than individuals 

who use extraorganizational sensemaking referents” (Settoon & Adkins, 1997, p. 509).  

 Sense-making is vital to new leader integration “because it is the primary site 

where meanings materialize that inform and constrain identity and action” (Weick et al., 

2005, p. 409).  “A person’s sense of who he or she is in a setting; what threats to this 

sense of self the setting contains; and what is available to enhance, continue, and render 

efficacious that sense of [self]” all play into the individual sense making process (Weick, 

2001, p. 461). 

Identity. Identity is a key feature of the human experience. It contributes to a 

sense of meaning, self-worth, and self-efficacy; it gives individuals a sense of self as 

separate and unique, as well as, a sense of belonging – self-in relationship with others or 

as a member of a collective (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; Stets & Burke, 2000). Identity 

informs the actions individuals take in a particular situation, and how they relate to others 

in the social environment (Mead, 1934; Petriglieri, 2011). Actions, in turn, have 

implications for the individual enacting the identity and the identities of others (Burke, 

1980; Jackson & Johnson, 2012).  
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 Identity reflects the answer to the question “who am I?” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 

Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs, 2014) across three levels (Brewer 

& Gardner, 1996): Who am I as a person (i.e., personal identity)? Who am I in relation to 

others (i.e., interdependent, relational or role identity)? Who am I as a member of a 

collective (i.e., social identity)?  “Identity is at its core psychosocial: self and other; inner 

and outer; being and doing; expression of self for, with, against, or despite; but certainly, 

in response to others” (Josselson, 1994, p. 82 as cited in Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, p. 9). 

Thus, while personal identity reflects characteristics of the individual and tends to be 

relatively stable, social and role identity are dynamic processes that evolve interactively 

as situations, group membership, and roles change (Ashforth & Saks, 1995; Swann, 

1987). 

     Personal identity. Like other characteristics of the individual, a persons’ identity 

is multifaceted. Personal identity constitutes a set of personal meanings connected with 

the self that operate across roles and situations (Stets & Burke, 2000). It “is concerned 

with what makes an individual distinct from other individuals. When viewed in this way, 

personal identity is tied to individual autonomy and the values, qualities, attributes, and 

personality characteristics that make the individual unique (Jackson & Hogg, 2010, p. 

546). Defined as “a person’s unique sense of self” (Postmes & Jetten, 2006, p. 260), 

personal identity encompasses “idiosyncratic characteristics (e.g., bodily attributes, 

abilities, psychological traits, interests)” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 21), values (Hitlin, 

2003), personality, interests, desires, beliefs, motivations, goals, and personal agency 

(Ashforth, Rogers & Corley, 2011; Jackson & Hogg, 2010; Palus, Nasby, & Easton, 

1990; McAdams & Pals, 2006; McAdams & Olson, 2010).  
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 Concerning executive identity, agency is “a defining characteristic”, and a key 

driver of executive performance (Palus et al., 1990, p. 502). Agency is “the capacity, 

condition, or state of acting or exerting power” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). It is also 

defined as “the experience of the self as an independent entity with a focus on self-

expression and self-expansion, and as such, a proactive orientation to behavior (Tost, 

2015)” (Munduate & Medina, 2017, p. 182). Agency encompasses a constellation of 

needs, motives, traits, and behaviors that is typical of executives (Palus et al., 1990), such 

as being action oriented, direct, dominant, decisive, determined, and self-confident 

(Nyberg & Sveningsson, 2014). Executives, according to Kaplan (1989), tend to have 

larger than life personalities. They are assertive, achievement striving, and possess a 

“distinct and separate – and often heroic and glorified - sense of self” (Palus et al., 1990, 

p. 506) perpetuated by organizational myths and storytelling (Olsson, 2002).  

 Although an individual has multiple identities – personal, role and social - the 

higher an individual is in the organizational hierarchy, the more likely his/her personal 

identity will be at the top of the identity salience hierarchy (Johnson, Venus, Lanaj, & 

Mao, 2010). Identity salience has important implications for behavior (Stryker, 1968). 

The higher an identity in the salience hierarchy the more likely an individual will 

perceive a situation as an opportunity to enact that identity, and the more likely an 

individual is to seek out opportunities to enact that identity.  Further, “identities at the top 

of the salience hierarchy are more likely to be activated independent of situational cues” 

(Stets & Burke, 2000), leading to consistency between identity and behavior.  

Social identity. Social identity reflects an individual’s identification with a 

particular group or social category, such as race, gender, and profession (see Tajfel, 
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1982). Social identity is distinguished from personal identity “not so much [by] their 

respective attributes (e.g., a team and an individual can each be described as open and 

creative) but [by] their respective levels of self” (Ashforth et al., 2008, p. 327). Social 

identities are shared among members of the group and answer the question “Who are we 

as a group”? Personal identities, on the other hand, are distinct and unique to the 

individual, answering the question, “Who am I as a person”?   

 Social identification occurs through processes of self-categorization and self-

comparison with particular attention to the values, beliefs, and behavioral norms 

associated with a particular group (Hogg & Abrams, 1988 as cited in Stets & Burke, 

2000). Individuals categorize themselves into groups based on perceived similarities with 

a specific group, and perceived differences between ingroup and outgroup members 

(Stets & Burke, 2000).  

 Social identification exerts a powerful influence on a member’s self-concept, self-

esteem, and behavior.  First, it “leads one to experience the group identity as not only 

self-describing but also as self-guiding. Group identity includes a shared sense of social 

reality that reflects what the group believes, values, and sees as appropriate and 

important: it has a normative element to it (van Knippenberg, 2011, p. 1079). Secondly, 

group identity “implies seeing the self through the lens of group membership [and] 

entails taking the group's best interest to heart”.  

 Individuals who identify strongly with a group are more likely to embody 

prototypical characteristics of the group (i.e., values, attitudes, behaviors) and behave in 

group prototypical ways (Stets & Burke, 2000). Individual perceptions and actions mirror 

group perceptions and actions and are distinguished from the perceptions and actions of 
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outgroups, thus accentuating ingroup similarities and intergroup differences (Hogg, van 

Knippenberg, & Rast, 2012). 

 The more prototypical a group member is, the more the individual is accepted and 

validated by the group and perceived to be effective by other groups (Hogg et al, 2012). 

For example, leaders who behave in a group prototypical manner, embody ingroup 

norms, and promote ingroup well-being are more likely to be influential with, and 

endorsed by, followers (van Knippenberg, 2011).  

 Role identity. In the social world, people occupy different social positions, and 

relate to one another via expectations that are tied to the corresponding social (and 

organizational) roles (Jackson & Hogg, 2010). For each role a person occupies, there is a 

set of internal meanings and interpretations that constitute role identity.  Role identity 

reflects a duality (Stryker & Burke, 2000). It consists of the unique – idiosyncratic - 

meanings that an individual brings to his/her roles (e.g., a supervisor who sees himself as 

a mentor, coach, or friend), and the shared meanings about the role based on counterroles 

and embedded in a specific context and culture (Galliher, McLean, & Syed, 2017; 

Jackson & Hogg, 2010; Stryker & Burke, 2000). “Having a particular role identity means 

acting to fulfill the expectations of the role, coordinating and negotiating interaction with 

role partners, and manipulating the environment to control the resources for which the 

role has responsibility” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 226). 

Every role has a counterrole, someone with whom the role occupant interacts; and 

every role identity has a counter role-identity. “Because each person has a different 

identity in the situation, there will be different perceptions and actions between 

individuals. For instance, a person in the student identity will have particular goals, use 
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certain resources, and engage in particular behaviors that may be different but interrelated 

to the goals, resources, and behaviors of the professor identity” (Jackson & Hogg, 2010, 

p. 3). Due to the different perceptions and goals between role identities, interests often 

compete.  Role success, therefore, is dependent upon negotiated reciprocal role 

relationships. Role negotiation has important consequences for the individual and the 

organization. When role negotiation fails to verify an individual’s identity it can lead to 

decreased satisfaction and reduced intentions to remain (Riley & Burke, 1995). On the 

other hand, role verification can strengthen commitment and attachment to the group 

(Burke & Stets, 1999).   

 The salience of role identity has important implications for an individual’s self-

concept, relationships with others, and behavior (Callero, 1985).  Salient role identities 

affect the likelihood that we will define ourselves according to the role, how we evaluate 

others, and who we choose to develop relationships with; it informs intra- and 

interpersonal expectations. Role identity, moreover, implies action. Individuals with 

salient role identities engage more frequently in role related behaviors than those with 

less salient identities. “It is through action that role identities are realized and validated” 

(Callero, 1985, p. 205).   

 Multiplicity of identities. An individual has multiple identities that come into play 

in any given situation (Ashforth et al., 2011; Epitropaki et al., 2017). Personal identity, 

reflecting idiosyncratic characteristics of the individual (e.g., I am…“kind”… 

“analytical”… “collaborative”) is an ever-present subtext, adding texture and contour, to 

social and role identities. At times, personal identity is in the foreground depending on 

the situation and salience hierarchy. Stets and Burke (2000, p. 228) argue, that to varying 
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degrees “one always and simultaneously [has a personal identity], occupies a role and 

belongs to a group, so that [personal identities], role identities and social identities are 

always relevant to, and influential on, perceptions, affect, and behavior”.  

 Situated identity. Individuals need a “situated identity, or a clear sense of ‘who 

they are’ in their local context, to function” (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016, p. 111). A 

situated identity is a composite of personal, role, and social identities within a specific 

organizational context. It is the place where “who I am” as an individual, and “who I am 

in a role” and “as a member of the collective” intersect. Role and social identity “are 

explicitly defined by their relationship to others” (Galliher et al., 2017, p. 2015). 

Therefore, a situational identity contains “self-in-role” meanings that are negotiated and 

defined relationally via counter-identities (Burke, 1980).  

 Work-role transitions necessitate identity changes “because new roles require new 

skills, behaviors, attitudes, and patterns of interactions” (Ibarra, 1999, p. 45). Role 

identity is not static. It is negotiated between role partners. “When two people interact, 

they are relating to each other as persons with specific roles. Interaction is guided by the 

principle of role reciprocity. The idea is that for every role that is played out in a 

situation, there is a counterrole to which it is related” (Jackson & Hogg, 2010, p. 650). 

Therefore, identity and role change evolve interactively (Ashforth & Saks, 1995).  

 Due to the interdependent nature of social roles, and by association role identities, 

role behavior and identity claims have implications for all involved in the role 

relationship (Horton, Bayerl, & Jacobs, 2014; Jackson & Hogg, 2010; Johnson et al. 

2012; Petriglieri, 2011; Stets & Burke, 2000; van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De 
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Cremer, & Hogg, 2005). Each person, ultimately, seeks to verify his/her identity in any 

given situation.  

Power and influence. Power is a “structural characteristic of human relationships 

(Elias, 1978, p. 74) and reflects dependencies and interdependencies between people 

(Thibaut & Kelley 1959). In order to work together - to get things accomplished - 

individuals must rely on one another. This is especially true for leaders. Leaders get 

things done through others, and as a result, they must be proficient in using power 

(Kotter, 1977; Pfeffer, 1992, 2010) and influencing others (Sessa &Taylor, 2000; Pfeffer, 

2010). 

 Power is “broadly defined as asymmetric control over valued resources” 

(Anderson & Brion, 2014, p. 69). Leaders, by their structural position in an organization, 

have more power than their subordinates. Leaders manage budgets, allocate resources, 

control organizational narratives, and are given control over decisions that affect others 

(e.g., hiring, firing, rewards, and punishment). Their actions have consequences for the 

organization, their peers, and subordinates (see Table 2 for the two sources and six bases 

of power). 

Power is considered latent “potential”, in that a person can have power without 

deploying it (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Munduate & Medina, 2017; Pfeffer, 2010). Power 

differs from influence in that influence is defined as “a force one person exerts on 

someone else to induce change in behaviors, attitudes, and values (French & Raven, 

1959). Influence is power in action, just as power is ‘potential influence’” (Munduate & 

Medina, 2017, p. 177).  



 

84 
 

 Power, influence, leadership, and status are often interrelated (Anderson & Brion, 

2014). For example, leaders tend to hold positions of power and control critical resources. 

They are inclined to use “power to influence others” (Kipnis 1972). Individuals with 

power are generally more respected and admired (Davis & Moore 1945) and those who 

are respected tend to be given control over valued resources (Parsons, 1940)” (Anderson 

& Brion, 2014, p. 69).  
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Table 2  

Source and Bases of Power (French & Raven, 1959; Raven, 2008) 

  

 Power has profound psychological and behavioral effects on those who possess it, 

and those who don’t (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Munduate & Medina, 2017). Studies 

show that heightened power fosters self-interested behavior and a sense of entitlement 

(Fast, Halevy, & Galinsky, 2012). Power activates approach-related tendencies and the 

active pursuit of goals and rewards (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003). Power 

holders have a higher action-orientation (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Fast, Gruenfeld, 

Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009), strong sense of agency (Tost, 2015) and tend towards 

Source Bases Description 

 
Personal 

Expertise Power resulting from having specific domain 
knowledge and expertise, as perceived by others.  

Referent Referent power occurs when others identify with the 
powerful. When individuals see similarities between 
themselves and the powerful, they are more likely to 
accept influence attempts to maintain a relationship. 

 

 
 
 
Position 

Reward Reward power comes from the ability to offer desirable 
incentives, such as special assignments, a promotion or 
raise.  

Coercion Coercive power stems from the ability to punish others 
for non-compliance. 

Legitimacy Legitimate power occurs when others believe the 
individual has a legitimate right to exercise influence 
over others, such as being a person’s supervisor.  

Information Informational power occurs when a person provides 
valid reasons and information for the request. It is the 
one source of power that has the potential to lead to 
lasting change in the target’s behavior because the 
information is independent of the individual exercising 
the influence. 
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uninhibited behavior, an exaggerated sense that they can control outcomes (Fast et al., 

2009), overconfidence (Fast, Sivanathan, Mayer, & Galinsky, 2012), discounting the 

advice of others (Tost, Gino, & Larrick, 2012), and risk taking (Anderson & Galinsky, 

2006).  

 Power creates social distance (Anderson & Brion, 2014) leading power holders to 

objectify (Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee, & Galinsky, 2008; Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & 

Gruenfeld, 2006) and stereotype others (Fiske, 1993). Power holders are less likely to 

understand the perspective of others (Galinsky et al., 2006), they listen less, and show 

less empathy and compassion (Van Kleef, Oveis, Van der Löwe, LuoKogan, Goetz, & 

Keltner D. 2008). “Individuals who experience increased feelings of power come to 

devalue the perspectives, opinions, and contributions of others (Georgesen & Harris, 

1998; Kipnis, 1972)” (Tost et al., 2013, p. 1467), evaluate the performance of others 

more harshly (Georgesen & Harris (1998), are more aggressive and verbally dominant 

(Tost et al., 2013).  

 The psychological and behavioral effects of power pose significant consequences 

for individual and organizational performance. Verbal dominance, for example, has a 

silencing effect on others and diminishes team performance (Tost et al., 2013). Self-

serving behavior, aggression, dominance, and reduced empathy can lead to low employee 

morale, turn-over, resistance, and decreased individual performance of subordinates.  

 Moreover, power holders are prone towards action regardless of prosocial or 

antisocial consequences (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003). Their tendency to be 

overconfident in their decision making, ability to control outcomes, and discount the 

advice of others may lead them to take risks that lead to failed initiatives (Anderson & 
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Brion, 2014). Performance failures coupled with a tendency of power holders to 

overestimate their influence with others and overestimate the extent that others are allied 

with them can lead to a loss of power (Anderson & Brion, 2014). 

 Power is contextual and inherently relational; and therefore, not transferrable 

(Anderson & Brion, 2014; Munduate & Medina, 2017; Pfeffer, 2010). As a leader moves 

from one organization to another, they lose the relationships and alliances they had 

established, the reputation they had built up within the organization, as well as, 

familiarity with the organizational culture, politics, and effective use of power. The 

qualities and characteristics needed to be influential change as the situation and 

organizational actors change (Pfeffer, 2010).  

Interpersonal Interactions 

 Much of the literature has focused on what organizations do, or the actions 

newcomers take to facilitate newcomer adjustment an integration (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). An oft neglected area of research 

is the role of organizational insiders and the interactions that take place between 

newcomers and insiders (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987). This is 

problematic because new leader integration involves repeated interactions between the 

new leader and organizational insiders (Reichers, 1987; Wanous, 1992). Moreover, it has 

been argued that initial interactions have a significant effect on subsequent outcomes 

(Wanous, 1992).  

 Interpersonal interactions are argued to be a “primary vehicle through which 

initial socialization occurs” (Reichers, 1987, p. 278). In a seminal study on newcomer 

integration, Evan (1963) hypothesized that a “necessary condition for successful 
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[integration] is the formation of peer group bonds” (Evan, 1963, p. 436). Evan found a 

negative correlation between interpersonal interactions and newcomer turnover. 

Newcomers who had more opportunities for interaction with peers were much less likely 

to turnover compared to those than those who had few opportunities for interaction or no 

opportunities for interaction. In study on the availability and helpfulness of socialization 

practices, Louis, Posner, and Powell (1983) found that the most important factors helping 

newcomers feel effective were daily interactions with peers, supervisors, and senior 

coworkers. This is not surprising given that support from organizational insiders has been 

shown to contribute to job satisfaction, performance, and commitment (Fisher, 1985), and 

declines in support are related to declines in role clarity and job satisfaction (Jokisaari & 

Nurmi, 2009). 

 Organizational insiders can be a source of great support for new leaders, a lack of 

support, or they can actively undermine them (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). Support 

can be affective or instrumental (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Affective support is 

hypothesized to facilitate social integration, whereas instrumental support may be linked 

to task mastery (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013).  

 In a longitudinal study, involving 264 new employees, researchers examined the 

effects of social support, undermining, newcomer proactivity and hedonic tone 

(Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). They found that levels of support were positively 

related to work proactivity, hedonic tone, social integration, and organizational 

commitment. In addition, levels of support and undermining were a function of time. 

Supervisor and coworker support decreased over the first 90 days. Increases in newcomer 

proactivity corresponded with increases of support, and decreases of proactivity 
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corresponded with decreases of support, suggesting that proactivity is, in part, a function 

of the social environment. Supervisor undermining increased slightly over the first 90 

days while coworker undermining remained relatively stable. Supervisor undermining 

was related to voluntary turnover, whereas coworker undermining decreased social 

integration and increased withdrawal behaviors. This study was the first to look at levels 

of support as a function of time, and the first to examine undermining behavior. The 

authors conclude that newcomers continue to need support over time, and that 

organizational insiders affect socialization outcomes. 

 Rollag and colleagues (2005) argue that a relational approach is more successful 

for newcomer integration than the typical informational approach. In their research, they 

found that co-workers were instrumental in helping newcomers “figure out the real issues 

that needed to be addressed, identify the important people for a particular issue... [and] 

relationships with a variety of co-workers made newcomers feel more connected to the 

organization (Rollag et al., 2005, p. 36).  

 In a qualitative case study, Korte (2010) found that relationship building was the 

chief driver for newcomer socialization. Specifically, the quality of relationships 

influenced the quality of learning, job satisfaction, as well as perceptions of the company. 

Moreover, Korte found that relationship quality is a two-way street. The effort and social 

skills of the newcomers proved insufficient for the development of relationships. Quality 

relationships were dependent upon both the efforts of the newcomer and the willingness 

of the insiders in an interactive, reciprocal process. Relationships are “characterized by 

repeated, patterned interactions over time” (Sias, Krone, & Jablin, 2002). They are 

“dynamic and fluid; present interactions are affected by past interactions and may 
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influence future interactions. Relationships do not reside in the individual but are 

recurring interconnections that exist between two people” (Ragins & Dutton, 2007, p. 9).   

 A relational approach is critical for the success of new employees across all 

levels; this is especially true for new leaders (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). New leaders are 

tasked with developing strategic partnerships, engaging key personnel in the work, and 

establishing their authority. Leadership is about influence and getting work done through 

others. Far too many organizations “assume that new leaders possess the social skills and 

business understanding to tap the organizational network themselves, so they invest little 

time introducing new leaders around the company. However, without some initial support 

and a framework for learning, many leaders find it difficult to reach out to new 

colleagues by themselves” (Dai et al., 2011). 

 Cross and colleagues (2006) argue that “relationship building – not indiscriminate 

networking as is so often popularized by self-help books” (Cross et al., 2006, p. 36) is the 

key to rapid newcomer integration. This is consonant with the finding that social 

integration contributes to all five socialization outcomes (Bauer et al., 2007). What is less 

clear are the antecedents to social integration (Saks et al., 2011), and how the reciprocal, 

dynamic process of newcomer and insider interactions play out to affect outcomes 

(Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Saks et al., 2011).   

Interactionist Approach 

Jones (1983) argued that the “nature of the newcomer’s orientation towards the 

organization cannot be adequately explained until the socialization process is analyzed 

from an interactionist perspective in which newcomers are accorded an active role in 

mediating personal and role outcomes” (Jones, 1983, p. 464). “It is impossible”, Jones 
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asserts, “to predict the nature of the newcomer’s response to the organization (e.g., 

commitment, satisfaction, intention to quit, role orientation) until both organizational and 

individual factors are analyzed conjointly” (p. 464). 

 Newcomers differ in their characteristics and attributional processes (Jones, 

1983). Drawing from social interactionism (Mead, 1934), social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1977, 1978), and attribution theory (Bem, 1972), Jones developed a model of 

socialization that accounts for the interaction between individual differences and social 

contexts. Jones postulates that biographical experiences influence expectations.  For 

example, a response repertoire is developed from previous interactions with others, where 

an individual learns appropriate responses by taking on “the role of the other” (Mead, 

1934). “Thus, present action is predicated on past assumptions as well as on future 

consequences” (Jones, 1983, p. 466).   

 In addition, Jones (1983) posits that self-efficacy and growth needs mediate 

interpretations of novel situations, which in turn affect levels and types of proactivity. 

More “competent” newcomers, he asserts, are likely to interpret a new role as a learning 

opportunity and more easily assimilate role and organizational knowledge than less 

competent newcomers.   

 Finally, Jones (1983) suggests that “an organization’s ability to influence 

newcomer behavior during socialization is affected by a variety of interpersonal 

processes that may prevent newcomers and organizational insiders from negotiating a 

joint definition of the situation” (p. 467).  Self-attributions and interpersonal attributions 

may differ (Bem, 1972). Newcomers, without the same contextual knowledge and 

experience, may misinterpret the behavior of organizational insiders, and vice versa.  
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Alternately, certain aspects of the environment may be more salient to newcomers than to 

insiders. Both parties rely on past experiences to make sense of current circumstances. A 

new work environment and culture has the potential to evoke contrast and surprise for the 

newcomer (Louis, 1980). The newcomer in turn makes sense of the new environment via 

interpretative schemes they have used historically (Gabarro, 1987; Jones, 1983). 

 A main premise of the interactionist model is that newcomers differ in several 

ways: individual characteristics, work experience, biographical experiences, self-efficacy 

and growth needs, and attributional processes (Jones, 1983). A naïve newcomer, one who 

is entering their first full-time job, has poor past experiences, and low self-efficacy 

expectations, will have a very different reaction to the stressors of entry than a 

“competent newcomer” (i.e., experienced newcomer) or a “dominant newcomer”.  

 Leaders and executives fall into the competent/dominant newcomer category, in 

that they have already passed hierarchical boundaries and have a host of work experience 

to draw upon (Jones, 1983). The orientation these newcomers bring are described in 

terms of dominance and control. Unlike the less experienced newcomers, new leaders are 

less likely to use the generalized other (Mead, 1934) to measure congruency of their 

actions, and more likely to use it as a reference point for action. Dominant newcomers 

attempt to take control of the environment and seek to “resocialize established members 

by disrupting taken-for-granted assumptions” (Jones, 1983, p. 471). This may be done via 

interpersonal interactions or by altering elements of the environment such as changing the 

structure, rules, and processes. Attempts to alter or control the environment can have 

unintended consequences. Organizational insiders may actively or passively resist the 



 

93 
 

dominant newcomer, transforming the socialization process into a political one with the 

struggle for power becoming a key factor.  

 Research from the interactionist perspective takes a person-by-situation approach. 

Specifically, four sets of variables are posited to affect integration rates via interpersonal 

interactions (Reichers, 1987): situational factors, socialization practices, actions of the 

new leader, and actions of organizational insiders. For example, it is posited that 

dominant newcomers with efficacious beliefs and past experiences of success are inclined 

to take charge and attempt to control socialization outcomes (Jones, 1983). However, 

situational factors, socialization practices, and the reaction of organizational members 

play a key role in mediating those outcomes (Jones, 1983; Vroom & Jago, 2007). 

Watkins (2003; 2014) argues that the situation plays a significant role in successful new 

leader integration. New leaders are hired to step into a variety of situations including 

maintenance, growth, turnarounds and realignments. Each situation has opportunities and 

constraints that will help or hinder role success. Furthermore, organizational culture, and 

the context in which work relationships occur, affect behavior and can negatively interact 

with the actions new leaders take. In fact, “the influence of the relationship context on 

behavior is often so powerful that it overturns what we think we know about behavior” 

(Berscheid, 1999, p. 262). 

 A central, and under-researched, theme from the interactionist perspective is the 

role of interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987).  

While organizations use tactics and newcomers engage in proactive behaviors to facilitate 

socialization, researchers have noted that much of socialization occurs through 

interactions between organizational incumbents (e.g., coworkers and leaders) and 
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newcomers (Reicher’s, 1987). For example, by asking questions, stopping by people’s 

offices to talk, and initiating social opportunities, newcomers are better able to 

understand their roles and identity in the organization. When newcomers think of fitting 

in, it is often with the local context in mind (e.g., will my group like me? How do I best 

work with my new boss? What does it feel like to have my desk where it is?). In other 

words, some of the most important socialization is decidedly local (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012, p. 16).     

 Numerous scholars assert that interactions with others are the most helpful 

socializing activities and enable the newcomer to adjust to the organization (Fang, Duffy, 

& Shaw, 2011; Louis et al., 1983; Moreland & Levine, 2001; Rollag et al., 2005). And 

“yet a substantial amount remains to be learned about the power and meaning of initial 

and dynamic social interactions for organizational newcomers” (Kammeyer-Mueller et 

al., 2013, p. 1117), and “how dynamic processes of socialization play out in relation to 

one another” (Kammeyer-Mueller, 2013, p. 1104). 

Summary of Integration Factors 

 The review of the practitioner and academic literature revealed that situational, 

organizational, and individual factors interact via interpersonal interactions to affect 

integration outcomes.  In addition, the literature shows that relationships - and the 

interactions that form them - are a key factor for the successful placement, engagement, 

performance, and retention of executives (Evan, 1963; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2913; 

Korte, 2009, 2010; Louis et al., 1983; Reichers, 1987; Rollag et al., 2005; Sessa & 

Taylor, 2000). Role clarity, social integration, access to information, mastery within the 
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organizational context, and a leader’s ability to get things accomplished rely on working 

relationships with key organizational insiders.  

      Quality relationships enable executives to work successfully as a member of the 

executive team (Lencioni, 2002, 2005; Nadler, 1992; Nadler & Spencer, 1998; Sutton, 

2007; Wageman et al., 2008) and to effectively communicate, coordinate, and influence 

others (Barnard, 1938; Sias, 1995; Fletcher, 2007). On the flip side, failure is, among 

other things, linked to an executive’s inability to establish meaningful, mutually 

beneficial working relationships (Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Watkins, 2003, 2013). 

Relationships do not reside within an individual but develop via a reciprocal process 

involving interpersonal interactions (Ragins & Dutton, 2007; Sias et al., 2002). 

Relationship and integration outcomes, therefore, occur via complex, dynamic, iterative 

interactions in what Stacey et al. (2000) theorized to be complex responsive processes.  

Complex Responsive Processes: A Complexity Framework 

     Complex Responsive Processes (CRP) will serve as the theoretical lens for this 

study. An underlying assumption of CRP is that human interactions, and patterns of 

behavior that give rise to social structure, defy reason, are unpredictable, and therefore 

cannot be controlled (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey, Griffin, & 

Shaw, 2000). CRP draws from complexity theory; therefore, this section will begin with a 

review of complexity theory, followed by a review of CRP. 

Complexity Theory. Complexity theory in the social sciences is based on a 

theoretical framework, borrowed from the natural sciences, that attempts to explain 

complex phenomenon not otherwise accounted for by conventional perspectives 

(Anderson, 1999; Jennings & Dooley, 2007). “In its simplest terms, complexity theory 
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moves away from linear mechanistic [reductionist] views of the world… to a perspective 

of the world as nonlinear and organic, characterized by uncertainty and unpredictability” 

(Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001, 389-390). Complexity theories vary but share some common 

characteristics. Namely, complex systems are thought to exhibit 1) self-organization, 2) 

emergence, 3) non-linearity, and 4) non-proportionality. Complexity theories challenge 

traditional assumptions of stability, predictability and control, and highlight the role of 

agents, and their interactions, within a system. Underlying assumptions of complexity 

theories are: 1) “change is constant”, 2) “causality is interdependent”, 3) “complex 

systems behave in non-proportional ways”, and 4) “emergent systems are not reducible to 

their parts” (Lichtenstein, 2000, p. 527).   

 Complexity theories are concerned with understanding how order emerges out of 

disorder. “Order in [complex] systems are seen as manifesting itself in a largely 

unpredictable fashion, in which patterns of behavior emerge in irregular but similar forms 

through a process of self-organization” (Burnes, 2005, p. 77). Complexity, described as 

the “zone between stability and predictability, on one side, and chaos and 

unpredictability, on the other” (Lewis, 1994), is ubiquitous. A variety of perspectives fall 

under the “umbrella of complexity” (Burnes, 2005, p. 74), however, three predominant 

theories exist: 1) chaos theory, 2) dissipative structures theory, and 3) the theory of 

complex adaptive systems (CAS).  The chief differences, according to Burnes (2005, 

p.78), are that “chaos and dissipative structures theories, seek to construct mathematical 

models of systems at the macro level (i.e. whole systems and populations). CAS theory, 

on the other hand, attempts to model the same phenomena by using an agent-based 

approach”.  
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 Complex adaptive systems. Buckley (1968) was the first to identify social systems 

as CAS. According to Buckley, CAS are comprised of multiple components all 

interacting and affecting one another. “The interchanges among the components” he put 

forward, “may result in significant changes in the nature of the components themselves, 

with important consequences for the system as a whole” (p. 79).  Buckley argued that 

sociological inquiry had previously focused on structural aspects of society and that there 

is a need to shift to a process perspective to understanding social phenomena. “The 

sociocultural system” he suggested, “emerges through the micro processes of interactions 

among individual, groups, and sub-groups. These micro-processes give rise to the 

‘structures’ that appear to be static” (p. 92). 

 CAS is an agent-based complexity theory (Anderson, 1999). A basic premise is 

that complex systems, by their very nature, are difficult to predict and control due to non-

linearity. “When individual agents interact with each other, or with objects in their 

environment each action potentially alters both the context and the nature of the 

preceding actions. These interactions over time, create collective structural patterns” 

(Schwandt, 2008) that cannot be ascertained beforehand. In non-linear systems, changes 

to “one or two parameters a small amount can drastically change the behavior of the 

whole system, and the whole can be very different from its parts” (Anderson, 1999, p. 

217). Linear change follows a sequence of events; however, in non-linear change 

elements are changed by previous elements, and the changed elements in turn affect 

elements that preceded it. Everything has the possibility of affecting everything else.  

 Non-linear change occurs through self-organization, a process where agents in 

response to fluctuations in the environment interact locally in an adaptive fashion. The 
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patterning of the self-organized interactions give rise to emergent coherence and 

structure. The process is spontaneous and not directed by a “central controller” 

(Anderson, 1999). Non-linear systems are “mutually casual, that is actions and structures 

are mutually constituting and arise simultaneously over time” (Lichtenstein, 2000, p. 

534).  The number of variables and possible combinations are potentially infinite, and the 

effects can be amplified non-proportionally.     

 Non-proportionality, that is, “the effect of the force may be non-proportional to 

the strength of the force’s input” (Lichtenstein, 2000, p.536), is a central concept in 

complexity theory. Small forces can have large, disproportionate outcomes, and large 

forces can have minimal outcomes. Non-proportionality occurs when seemingly 

innocuous actions and feedback effects are amplified. Accordingly, a single idea or action 

can be the impetus for a newly emerging organizing structure (Lichtenstein, 2000). 

 Emergence refers to the process through which higher level patterns and 

structures arise from lower level interactions among agents (Anderson, 1999; 

Lichtenstein, 2000a).  For example, in response to Hurricane Katrina, local people self-

organized and initiated an immediate response (Wheatley, 2006). Amateur ham radio 

operators, through independent actions, set up a powerful network and structure of 

communications that saved many lives, while FEMA struggled through its bureaucracy to 

respond quickly to the disaster. Emergence, a bottom-up process, happens in the absence 

of top-down control. 

 A key to self-organizing, non-linearity, non-proportionality, and emergence in 

CAS is the tension that exists between order and chaos, often referred to as the “edge of 

chaos”. In conditions of stability, it is assumed that agents operate within the existing 
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structures of the system. As conditions become increasingly unstable, agents adapt 

through self-organizing behavior using a set of simple rules and cognitive schemes 

(Schwandt, 2008). This self-organizing behavior affects and is affected by other agents, 

through an interactive, non-linear process. The result is non-proportional outcomes 

creating conditions for emergence of a new order.  

Complex Responsive Processes. CRP is a micro-level complexity theory of 

human interaction based on a dialectical process as conceptualized by Hegel and 

incorporated into the theories of Elias and Mead (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 

2005; Stacey et al., 2000). CRP is not a systems theory; rather, it holds that human 

“interaction produces nothing above or below it, acting as a casual agency on it. 

Interaction produces only further interaction and its own reflexive, self-referential cause. 

There is only process, no system at all” (Stacey, 2003, p. 5). Stacey (2000) argues that 

systems theory, while useful once patterns emerge and actions become repetitive, fails to 

account for the complexity, unpredictability, and paradoxical nature of organizations and 

human relationships.  

 CRP holds a social constructionism perspective in which “people create and are 

created by their social reality” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 176). Social constructionism does 

not view social phenomena as an objective reality but as the creation of human 

interaction, interpretations, and conclusions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Moreover, 

social constructions are culturally and historically founded – it is in the cultural and 

historical origins that the constructions hold their relevance. 

 CRP views human interactions as exhibiting nonlinearity, self-organization, and 

emergence. It differs from prominent complexity theories, however, in the following 
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ways: 1) CRP views life in organizations as essentially paradoxical, 2) it takes an inter-

subjective view of social reality, 3) individuals are not seen as rational, autonomous 

agents, 4) it grants primacy neither to individuals nor to the social, but views both as 

emerging from the same processes, therefore, 5) there is no causal agency acting on 

individuals from within the individual, nor are there causal agencies acting from outside 

the individual, thus 6) CRP adopts a temporal rather than a spatial perspective on 

complex phenomenon, and as a result, 7) the future is seen as being “perpetually created 

in the living present on the basis of present reconstructions of the past” (Stacey, 2003, p. 

3).   

 Theoretical foundation of CRP. CRP theory is founded on the theorizing of 

Norbert Elias and George Herbert Mead (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; 

Stacey et al., 2000). Elias and Mead posited that social and personality structures (i.e., 

mind, self) are inextricably linked, and evolve through processes of social interaction 

(Elias, 2000; Mead, 1934), the outcome of which is unknown before it occurs.  

 Mead was primarily concerned with processes related to the development of mind 

and self in the context of human relationships via a “conversation of gestures” (Mead, 

1934). Although his focus was on individual development, he argued that “social 

institutions, like individual selves, are developments within, or particular and formalized 

manifestations of, the social life process at its human evolutionary level” (Mead, 1934, p. 

262).  

 Elias (1991; 2000) contends that the individual and social arise via co-

evolutionary processes. He suggests that individuals form, and are formed by, social 

phenomena in a concurrent fashion. Society as we know it today emerged through 
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individual and collective actions. Moreover, the very interpersonal processes that create 

social structure, roles, and systems serve simultaneously to shape individual thinking and 

behavior. Elias adopts a temporal view of this evolution and views individual and society 

as different forms, singular and plural respectively, of the same process of human 

interaction. “Concepts such as ‘individual’ and ‘society’ do not relate to two objects 

separately but to two different yet inseparable aspects of the same human beings” (Elias, 

1991, p. 45).     

 This idea is consonant with Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) theorizing on co-

evolutionary processes and the subjectivity of social reality. The principal assertion of 

Berger and Luckmann (1966) is that institutions, and all social phenomena and 

knowledge for that matter, are not constructs of an objective reality but are the creations 

of mankind through on-going social interactions and interpretations. Over the course of 

history, individuals and society became increasingly interdependent on one another, and 

society grew increasingly complex. 

 Evolution of social structure. As society grew increasingly complex, pressures to 

compete and cooperate intensified (Elias, 2000). These pressures led to increased 

differentiation of roles and functions resulting in greater interdependencies among 

people.  Out of necessity, people adapt their behavior, and display of emotions, to 

become more and more attuned to one another in a complex coordination of activity. 

Elias argues that social structure was not brought about through rational planning (Elias, 

1991; 2000). Rather, social structure evolved through the increasingly complex and 

interdependent interpersonal interactions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Elias, 1991; 2000).  



 

102 
 

 Social structure, for the purpose of this paper, refers to patterns of relating (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1966). Structure, therefore, evolves and changes due to fluctuating and 

patterned interpersonal interactions. Due to the structure (i.e., patterned interactions) and 

one’s own interdependency on that structure, individual actions and impulses get altered 

to ensure socially appropriate behavior. Actions repeated with frequency and “economy 

of effort” become habituated and patterned over time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Elias, 

2000; Mead, 1939) thereby reinforcing social structure (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Elias, 2000).  

 Evolution of individual personality and behavior. Each generation of individuals 

are born into a particular social environment and are socialized accordingly (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966; Dewey, 1916; Elias, 1991; 2000; Mead, 1939). Human beings are, at 

their very core, social animals, and the social exerts influence on how individuals, and 

individual minds, develop (Mead, 1939).  

 Mead (1939) postulates that individuals come to internalize societal expectations. 

He contends that the self “is essentially a social structure, and it arises in social 

experiences” (p. 140) through the “internalization of the conversation of gestures” by 

means of the “generalized other”. “Social experiences”, such as occurs during early 

childhood, allows young children to take on the role of another through imitation, 

imaginary play (i.e., role play), and structured games. In each situation, the child in 

assuming roles, comes to understand attitudes and behaviors associated with those roles, 

and how various roles interact in a coordinated, and interdependent fashion, with other 

roles. This further enables the child to know what others expect of him/herself and the 

requirements of their role; it also enables them to recognize the roles others play and how 
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the various roles correspond to each other in organized activities.  The ability to see and 

interpret one’s own actions as others might view them is what Mead refers to as “the 

generalized other”. 

 Taking the role of the other, is indispensable for organized cooperative activity. It 

enables individuals to anticipate the attitudes, perspectives, and actions of others and 

decide how to act in a given situation. Mead (1939) declares that social control is 

achieved through individual control over his/her conduct, and that individual control 

occurs through taking the role of the other through a form of “self-criticism”. Mead goes 

on to state that individuals develop their sense of self as a result of taking the role of the 

other and modifying their behavior resultantly.  

 Co-evolution. Individuals and society “evolve in an indissoluble interrelationship” 

(Elias, 1991, pp. 45-46).   Neither, individual nor social, is primary nor casual; rather they 

emerge concurrently (Elias (2000; Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey et 

al., 2000). “The relationship between man, the producer, and the social world, his 

product, is and remains a dialectical one. That is, man (not, of course, in isolation but in 

his collectives) and his social world interact with each other.  The product acts on the 

producer” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 61).  This is a primary tenant of CRP: 

individual and social, forming and being formed simultaneously through spontaneous, 

iterative, reciprocal interactive processes (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; 

Stacey et al. 2000).   

 Processual nature of CRP. CRP is a “process theory of the continuing evolution 

of individual minds and social relationships” (Stacey, 2003, p. 17) by means of human 

interaction.  CRP elucidates how “patterns form in the thinking, feeling, and behavior of 
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both individuals and groups, and how both continuity and novelty emerge spontaneously 

in those patterns as a result of self-organizing processes (i.e., without anyone’s 

intentional design or control)” (Suchman, 2002, p. 2). It offers an alternative 

understanding of how things get done in organizations. CRP "emphasizes the self- 

referential, reflexive nature of humans, the essentially responsive and participative nature 

of human processes of relating" (Stacey et al., 2000, p. ix).  

 CRP views individuals as biopsychosocial cultural beings who possess a history 

of biographical experiences that influence cognitive perceptive, affective, behavioral and 

unconscious neurobiological processes (Stacey, 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). Attachment, 

separation, inclusion, exclusion, sense-making, goals, identity, and power all factor into 

human action, and interaction. Interpersonal interaction is communication (Stacey, 2003; 

Stacey et al., 2000). It is human relating by means of language, and bodily gestures.  

 CRP holds that “individual and collective identities are formed and transformed” 

via interactions (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 190). Moreover, interactions reflect power 

dynamics between individuals and in groups. For example, “turn taking/turn making 

[which] enables some to take a turn while constraining others from doing so [is] 

inevitably a process of inclusion and exclusion” and power relating (Stacey, 2003, p. 

121).  For joint action to occur, individuals interact in complex cooperative and 

competitive ways; and those interactions simultaneously enable and constrain future 

actions.  

     A basic premise of CRP is that “humans are themselves members of the complex 

networks that they form” (Stacey et al., 2000, p ix). This makes it impossible for 

individuals to stand outside of those complex networks, in order, to objectify, classify, 
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and control them. Rather, through inter-subjectivity individuals interact with others in the 

co-evolution of a self-organizing, jointly constructed reality. Stacey and his colleagues 

suggest that:  

The interaction itself has an intrinsic capacity to yield coherent patterns of 

behavior... The entities of which nature is composed interact locally with each 

other, in the absence of any blueprint, plan or program, and through that 

interaction they produce coherent patterns in themselves... [Moreover] that 

interaction in nature takes place, not primarily in order to survive but as the 

creative expression of identity.... It is only when the interaction between entities 

has a critical degree of diversity, emerging as conflicting constraints on each 

other, that there arises the internal capacity for spontaneous novelty. In other 

words, creativity and destruction, order and disorder, are inextricably linked in the 

creative process. That process is self-referential in the sense that interaction 

causes patterns in itself in a way that both sustains continuity in, and potentially 

transforms, that pattern. (Stacey et al., 2000, pp. 7-8)  

Central to this theory, is that emergent coherence arises from the “intrinsic properties of 

connection, interaction and relationship between people” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 8), and 

that the emergent coherence cannot be predicted. It is the interaction itself that causes the 

emergent pattern. Plans, procedures, roles, and established ways of relating factor into the 

interactions without determining the patterns. Therefore, outcomes do not occur through 

the decisions of a few, but emerge out of the interactions and relationships among its 

members.  
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 Example of CRP. Suchman (2002) offers a practical example of CRP in action 

within the context of a conversation by way of gesture and response. Take for instance, 

three friends who engage in conversation after watching a movie together. Person A 

makes a comment about the movie and the comment elicits a response from Person B. 

The comment from Person B triggers a new thought (and comment) about the movie 

from Person A. The new comment now elicits Person C’s interest as it resonated with 

something Person C had seen in a previous movie; therefore, Person C contributes to the 

conversation by sharing his/her thoughts and experiences. This in turn triggers other 

thoughts and responses from Persons A and B. The conversation is self-organizing 

among these three friends through iterative, reciprocal interactions. “Iterative reciprocal 

interactions are the hallmark of nonlinear dynamics (complexity) in which there is no 

equilibrium state and patterns can shift unpredictably” (Suchman, 2004, p. 41). Thus, the 

conversation can take the form of one theme or it can take unpredicted twists and turns. 

New perceptions and interpretations arise within the individuals as new information and 

thoughts are shared, and as individuals draw upon, and reconstruct, past experiences in 

the “living present”. The conversation, via continuing interaction, therefore, “exhibits the 

capacity to generate novelty” (p. 2). The process is iterative in that each person reflects 

on the available information against a host of personal experiences and constructs a 

response which in turn elicits a similar process from the other persons present.   

    Over the course of time patterns can emerge in the conversation via gesture and 

response (Suchman, 2002). The patterns can reinforce and perpetuate themselves, 

gradually evolve, or exhibit dramatic changes.  For example, let’s suppose Person A 

began the conversation by stating that the movie was poorly written and poorly acted. If 
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Person B and C chimed in agreement, pointing out the flaws, then the pattern of the 

conversation may take on a self-perpetuating negative review of the movie. If on the 

other hand, Person C held a different evaluation of the movie, and pointed out its 

strengths, the conversation might gradually evolve to include the strengths and 

weaknesses of the movie as opposed to a one-sided negative review.  A dramatic change 

might occur in the conversation if Person B made a link between the movie and a real-life 

situation being played out in the media.  The three friends might abruptly shift to talking 

about the real-life situation and drop the subject of the movie altogether. In this way, self-

organizing interactions emerge to create new, unpredictable coherent patterns of 

interaction.   

The new form combines intention and accident, consistency and novelty, order 

and mess, and results in something recognizable yet also unique and 

irreproducible. Human interactions, as complex responsive processes, weave 

together sensations, feelings, thoughts, memories, and patterns of interaction into 

coherent clusters of meaning. (Suchman, 2002, p. 3) 

      The outcome of the conversation cannot be known, nor can it be controlled, as it 

is constructed moment-by-moment via the interactions of the three friends. This 

rudimentary example illustrates how the future of the interaction is under perpetual 

construction.    

Circular structure of time. The perspective of complex responsive processes 

relies on a particular view of time which we have called the ‘living present’ (Stacey et al., 

2000). 
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All action takes place in the present, but this present is not a simple point separating the 

past from the future in a linear progression of time. Instead, the living present itself has a 

time structure. As we act in the living present, we do so based on expectations for the 

future – this is because we take the attitude of the other and engage in private role play, in 

reflection, as we act. However, those expectations arise based on our past which gives 

rise to our expectations of expectations. This past experience is not a given, however, 

because in each present we reconstruct, we reinterpret, the past and this reinterpretation is 

influenced by our expectations. The future, as expectation, is thus potentially changing 

the past as the account we give ourselves of what happened. The result is a circular time 

structure of the present in which the past influences the future and the future influences 

the past. The future is under perpetual construction in the living present (Stacey & 

Griffin, 2005, pp. 15-16) 

Interpretations, beliefs, and actions - whether consciously or unconsciously - are 

influenced by individual history and experience in response to present circumstances 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Dewey, 1916; Elias, 1991, 2000; 

Mead, 1934). “All human activity,” that is frequently repeated and patterned, “is subject 

to habitualization” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 53). Habitualization enables 

individuals to respond to situations readily and with economy of effort.  Sometimes the 

individual is cognizant of the habitual way of acting, at other times the individual is 

unaware, and the habit directs his/her conduct (Dewey, 1916). 

 Mead (1934) suggests that individuals, through the generalized other, draw upon 

past experiences to anticipate how another may be perceiving his/her actions in the given 

moment. The individual then can play out in his/her mind how he/she should act in the 
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moment and how others are likely to respond to that action. This internalized 

conversation of gestures relies on reconstructions of the past to anticipate the future and 

act in the present.      

 Stacey and his colleagues argue that while all actions take place in the present, 

actions are based on expectations for the future, and expectations arise from past 

experience (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey et al., 2000).  

Resultantly, time in the context of CRP is not linear. In each moment “we reconstruct, we  

reinterpret, the past and this reinterpretation is influenced by our expectations” (Stacey & 

Griffin, 2005, p. 16). Therefore, time has a circular structure in the present “in which the 

past influences the future and the future influences the past. The future is under perpetual 

construction in the living present” (p. 16) (Figure 3 illustrates the iterative reciprocal 

interaction).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reciprocal interactive processes. All social life is characterized by recursive 

interpersonal interactions that are patterned over time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Dewey, 1916; Elias, 1991; Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey et al. 

Individual 
B 

Individual 
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Reconstruction 
of the past 

Expectations 
for the future Reconstruction 

of the past 
Expectations   
for the future 

Figure 3. Simultaneous processes of iterative reciprocal interaction based on individual 

expectations for the future via reconstructions of the past. 
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2000). The “intrinsic properties of connection, interaction and relationship between 

people [is] the cause of emergent coherence and that emergent coherence [is] 

unpredictable” (Stacey, 2000, p. 8). Patterned interactions are necessary for society and 

organizations to survive and evolve. They ensure continuity and retention of knowledge, 

skills, beliefs, and processes.  

 The notion of interpersonal interactions being the micro-processes that give shape 

to social structuring is not new. Early organizational and social-psychology theorists 

identified interactions as the fundamental element of coordinating, cooperating, (Barnard, 

1938; Mead, 1939; Simon, 1962; Weick, 1979), communicating (Barnard, 1938; Mead, 

1939) and organizing (Allport, 1924; Weick, 1979; Weisbord, 1987).  CRP views 

organizations as processes of relating (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; 

Stacey et al., 2000). Interactions emerge simultaneously rather than sequentially and are 

the basic process of social structuring.  

 Interactions occur within national and local socio-economic, cultural, and 

organizational contexts (Bourdieu as cited in Sallaz & Zavisca, 2007; Dennison & 

Mishra, 1995; Elias, 2000; Geertz, 2000; Giddens, 1973; Hatch, 2004; Hatch & Schultz, 

1997; Kroeber & Kluckhorn, 1953; Martin, 2002; Schein, 2010).  Interactions are 

influenced by characteristics of the individual, their goals, motivations, skills, and values; 

identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; 

Horton et al., 2014; Mead, 1934); the nature and quality of relationships (Dutton & 

Ragins, 2007; Fogel, 1993; Goffman, 1959, 1974; Sias, 2009); power, role structures, 

organizational hierarchies (Elias, 1978; French & Raven, 1959; Katz & Kahn, 1979; 

Kotter, 1977; Munduate & Medina, 2017; Pfeffer, 2010; Raven, 2008; Schein, 1971); 
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group membership, dynamics of inclusion and exclusion (Stacey 2003; Stacey et al., 

2000); resource allocation, policies, procedures, processes, explicit behavioral 

expectations, and implicit behavioral norms (Barnard, 1938; Barley & Tolbert, 1997; 

French & Raven, 1959; Giddens, 1984; Griffin et al., 1998; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Raven, 

2008; Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey et al. 2000; Suchman, 2006; 

Weick, 1979). 

      Patterns of interactions become established in organizations as actors, individually 

and collectively, make sense of their environment (Weick, 1979). In addition, actions, 

and therefore interactions, are affected by individual histories (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; 

Fogel, 1993; Perry, 2002), goals (Stacey, 2003), sense-making (Weick, 1979; Weick et 

al, 2005), identity (Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1939) and a host of cognitive, emotional, 

psychological, and neurobiological and physiological processes (Damasio, 1994, 1999, 

2003). All of these factors are mediated primarily via interpersonal communication, 

verbal and non-verbal (Barnard, 1938; Dewey, 1916; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1939), and 

emerge concurrently in the communicative and somatosensory exchange between two 

people (Perry, 2002) whereby the interaction itself influences its moment-to-moment 

evolution (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey & Griffin, 2005; Stacey et al. 2000).  

Summary and Critique of the Literature   

New leader failure is a significant problem of practice. Despite considerable focus 

and investment of resources to find a leader who possesses the key competencies, 

experience, and capabilities (Sessa & Taylor, 2000), executive failure continues to plague 

organizations (Bradt et al., 2001; Wells, 2005). Executive onboarding has been proffered 

as one solution to reduce the high failure rate (Bradt et al., 2001; Dai & DeMuese, 2007; 
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Dai et al., 2011; Wells, 2005); however, the scholarly literature on executive onboarding 

is sparse and the practitioner literature, incomplete, lacking academic rigor (Klein & 

Polin, 2012).   

 New leader entry and integration has been approached by two different strands of 

scholarly literature: 1) socialization literature, and 2) transition literature. The 

socialization literature primarily focuses on the socialization practices an organization 

employs to “teach” a newcomer the ropes (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Van Maanen 

& Schein, 1979). It includes early stage models (Feldman, 1976), socialization tactics 

(Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and practices (Saks & Gruman, 2012), as well as, more 

recently, newcomer proactivity (Cooper-Thomas & Burke, 2012; Parker, 2007; Parker & 

Collins, 2010; Parker et al, 2010). Reviews of the socialization literature have found it to 

be diverse, filled with imported theories from other disciplines (e.g., cognitive theories), 

“lacking a coherent theory that integrates the major concepts and processes of 

socialization… further compounded by the large amount of research that has been 

conducted in so many disparate areas” (Saks & Ashforth, 1997, p. 238), and  fragmented 

(Batistic & Kase, 2015; Bauer et al, 2007; Saks & Ashforth, 1997).  

  The socialization literature “has traditionally been dominated by studies of first-

time workers and raw recruits. This focus is too narrow and disregards other important 

boundary crossings that necessitate socialization” (Ashforth et al., 2007, p. 49). Studies 

on newcomer socialization offer insights into the antecedents of newcomer adjustment 

for individuals just entering, or early in, their professional careers (Ashforth et al., 2007; 

Bauer et al., 2007). These studies cannot be extrapolated to the more experienced worker, 

thus a gap in the literature exists.  
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 The leader transition literature, or what Denis and colleagues (2000) refer to as 

the “managerial control perspective (p. 1065)”, describe the process of organizational 

entry and integration as “taking charge” (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; Downey et al., 2001; 

Gabarro, 1987; Watkins, 2003). This literature emphasizes the actions leaders should take 

as they enter a new organization. The focus on “’taking charge’ overestimates the 

capacity of leaders to dominate their organizations, while underestimating the constraints 

facing them” (Denis et al, 2000, p. 1065).  The leader transition literature focuses too 

narrowly on the individual and ignores the role of the situation, organization, and 

organizational insiders play in the integration process (Denis et al., 2000). Further, the 

literature assumes rationality, predictability, and control.  It fails to recognize the inherent 

complexity of bringing a new leader into an organization. 

 Collectively, the scholarly and practitioner literature depicts new leader 

integration to result from the efforts of the organization (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) 

and of the individual (Jones, 1983). The process of integration is described as 

multifaceted (Bradt, 2012), contextual (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987; Schein, 1971; 

Watkins, 2003, 2013, 2015), and includes cognitive (Katz, 1980; Louis, 1980; Van 

Maanen & Schein, 1979), social (Evan, 1963; Cross et al., 2003; Cross et al., 2006; 

Rollag et al., 2005), and affective dimensions (Ashford & Black, 1996; Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012; Louis, 1980).  

 It is argued that the interaction between the situation, the organization with its 

tactics (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and practices (Saks & Gruman, 2012), the new 

leader (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987), and established insiders (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 

2013) contribute to new leader integration (Reichers, 1987). Scholars call for research on 
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how new leaders and the organizational context interact to affect integration outcomes 

(Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Ashforth, 2012; Jones, 1983; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 

2013; Reichers, 1987) with attention to the role of interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-

Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987).  

 In conclusion, a gap in the literature exists. The socialization literature offers 

insight into new newcomer socialization but is virtually silent on new leader socialization 

and integration. The practitioner literature calls for executive onboarding and heralds a 

promise that onboarding will reduce failure rates. Neither literature proffers insight into 

how executive level leaders experience organizational entry. The leader transition 

literature, on the other hand, addresses executive transition and integration. However, the 

literature adopts an individual viewpoint, and ignores situational and organizational 

factors. Thus, none of the literature taken alone sheds light on the dynamic, complex 

processes that facilitate or hinder new leader integration. 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the dynamic interacting factors of new 

leader integration – situational, organizational, individual, and interactions between the 

new leader and organizational insiders - that facilitate or hinder the effective integration 

of new executives during organizational entry.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 
 
 The purpose of this basic qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) was to understand the 

dynamic, interacting factors, that facilitate or hinder, effective integration of new 

executives during organizational entry. The literature shows that externally hired new 

executives fail at an astonishing rate (Bradt et al, 2011), incurring substantial costs to the 

organization and the new leader (Phillips & Edwards, 2009; Wanous, 1992; Watkins, 

2003). While it is known that executive failure rates are high, the underlying processes 

are poorly understood. A qualitative approach was useful in elucidating integration 

processes (Merriam, 2009).   

 This chapter provides an overview of the research design and methodology.  It 

describes the process for participant selection, data collection, data analysis, efforts to 

ensure trustworthiness, and the protection of human subjects.  

Research Design and Methodology 

The basic, qualitative approach yielded insights into four factors, identified in the 

literature, as affecting executive integration: 1) situational, 2) organizational, 3) 

individual, and 4) the interaction between situational, organizational, and individual 

factors via interpersonal interactions. The inquiry was guided by the research question: In 

what ways, do factors associated with externally hired executive integration (i.e., 

situational factors, organizational factors, individual factors, and interpersonal 

interactions) interact to facilitate or hinder integration? 

Theoretical perspective. The proposed study is grounded in a subjective view of 

reality (i.e., ontology). The subjective perspective assumes that the social world is not 

made up of ‘real’, tangible structures (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Rather, labels and 
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concepts applied to it are merely constructs created by people in order to make sense of 

the external world. This view rejects the idea that one can stand outside of social 

phenomena as an “observer” of it. From this ontological position, an interpretive 

theoretical perspective, constructionist epistemology, and basic qualitative method is 

adopted.   

Interpretative perspective. According to Burrell and Morgan (1979),  

the interpretive paradigm is informed by a concern to understand the world as it 

is, to understand the fundamental nature of the social world at the level of 

subjective experience…. [The interpretive paradigm] sees the social world as an 

emergent social process which is created by individuals concerned. Social reality, 

insofar as it is recognized to have an existence outside of consciousness of any 

single individual, is regarded as being little more than a network of assumptions 

and inter-subjectively shared meanings (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, pp. 28 & 31).   

Interpretivism seeks to understand and explain human and social reality in the 

context of humans acting and interacting (Crotty, 1998). Interpretivism is concerned with 

“culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 67). This perspective serves the inquiry into the dynamic, interactive 

processes of executive integration since the literature points to the critical importance of 

context (Berscheid, 1999; Watkins, 2003) and social interactions (Jones, 1983; 

Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987) for effective integration. Interpretivism 

is likewise aligned with Complex Responsive Processes theory which is grounded in 

symbolic interactionism and focuses on the unfolding of interpersonal interactions within 

a specific context.  
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Constructionist epistemology. A constructionist epistemology goes hand in hand 

with interpretivism (Crotty, 1998).  Constructionism is the view that “all knowledge, and 

therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being 

constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). 

From a constructionist view, meaning is constructed, not discovered. Individuals seek 

understanding of the world and develop subjective, and varied, meanings of their 

experiences. Meaning comes into existence in and out of engagement with the realities in 

[one’s] world – through experience. A person’s history, culture, and social milieu factor 

into that process.   

Basic qualitative research. A basic qualitative research approach was used for 

this study. Qualitative research adopts a holistic view of social phenomena (Creswell, 

2007). It frames human behavior within a cultural, social, political, and historical context. 

Qualitative research focuses on the human experience, and seeks to understand the 

perspectives, meanings, and subjectivity of the participants. It occurs within a natural 

setting and utilizes multiple data sources. The research design tends to be emergent and 

data is analyzed “inductively, recursively, interactively” (Creswell, 2007, p. 38).  

 The basic qualitative research approach was best suited for this study for several 

reasons. First, the literature suggests that individual factors interact with situational 

factors (Denis et al., 2000; Jones, 1986; Reichers, 1987; Zaccaro, 2018) to affect behavior 

and thus integration outcomes. Context is paramount to understanding new executive 

integration and a holistic approach to researching this phenomenon was necessary. 

Second, scholarly research on organizational entry and integration have largely focused 



 

118 
 

on new career entrants or those lower in the organizational hierarchy (i.e., the 

socialization literature), or the individual leader and actions s/he takes (i.e., transition 

literature) leaving a gap in the literature. Third, the literature has failed to offer insight 

into the dynamic and complex nature of new leader integration due it its overreliance on 

quantitative survey methodologies (Vancouver & Warren, 2012). Qualitative 

methodologies, on the other hand, have been recommended to “identify and understand a 

complex phenomenon [such as integration] that has not or cannot be studied using 

traditional quantitate methodologies” (Vancouver & Warren, 2012, p. 201). Finally, 

scholars have called for research on interacting factors (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987) and 

the role of interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Reichers, 1987). 

This focus readily lent itself to using a qualitative methodology.   

Participant Selection 

Participants. The principal participants for this study were executive level 

leaders. The practitioner literature suggests that failure of new leaders to integrate into 

organizations is not unique to the corporate world but occurs across sectors and 

industries.  Therefore, purposeful selection was used with the intent of obtaining a variety 

of experiences characteristic of executive integration; to generate contextual richness 

(Mohrman & Lawler, 2012); and provide wider applicability to practice (Mohrman & 

Lawler, 2012; Van de Ven, 2007). Although qualitative research is not typically 

“generalizable”, selecting a representative sample, and surfacing the essence of their 

experiences in-depth are the “interviewer’s alternative to generalizability” (Seidman, 

2006, p. 52). This occurs two ways. First, the researcher may be able to find connections 

and common experiences between the participants interviewed. “Such links among 
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people whose individual lives are quite different but who are affected by common 

structural and social forces can help the reader see patterns in that experience” (Seidman, 

2006, p. 52). Secondly, by recording the experiences of people from different 

backgrounds and settings, the researcher increases the likelihood that the reader will be 

able connect their own experiences with some of the participant experiences. By 

connecting to the stories, the reader “will better understand the complexities. They will 

appreciate more the intricate ways in which individual lives interact with social and 

structural forces” (p. 52). 

 In addition to executive leaders, organizational insiders who were also executive 

level leaders but who observed executive entry and integration were interviewed. These 

individuals were at the level of interaction with externally hired executives (e.g., boss, 

HR Director, peer). The literature suggests that integration outcomes result from the 

interaction between individual, organizational, and situational factors, and via 

interpersonal interactions. Integrating a new leader into the organization is a two-way 

process that involves, and affects organizational insiders, as well as the incoming leader 

(Feldman, 2012). To understand dynamic interacting factors, and how interpersonal 

interactions contribute to integration success, obtaining the perspective of organizational 

insiders was important. Including organizational actors in this study served to provide an 

alternative perspective to the integration process and shed light on the perceptions and 

reactions organizational insiders had to incoming leaders.  

 Number of participants. Eighteen participants were included in this study. The 

number of participants in qualitative studies can range from one to 325 (Creswell, 2007), 

with some authors recommending 3-10 participants (Dukes, 1984) and others suggesting 
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5-25 participants (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Seidman (2006) argues against setting a pre-

determined number of participants; however, in recognizing limitations inherent in 

doctoral studies, he suggested using the criteria of sufficiency and saturation. Sufficiency 

is determined by answering the question “are there sufficient numbers to reflect the range 

of participants and sites that make up the population?” (p. 55).  Saturation occurs when 

the researcher begins to hear the same information repeatedly.  The final number of 

participants was determined when the participants represented a broad range of 

backgrounds and sites (i.e., sufficiency), and when common themes surfaced again and 

again and again, thus meeting the criteria of saturation. 

 Elite participants. Executives are a unique subset in the world of possible 

research participants. Their status and power, as a result of their position, put them in the 

category of an “elite population” (Odenhall & Shaw, 2002) requiring special 

considerations.  Researching elite participants “calls into question issues of control, 

power, and accessibility. The dynamics that operate during the interaction are strong and 

prescient, often constrained by the demands of time and place” (Odenhall & Shaw, 2002, 

p. 305).  

 Accessing elite participants. Researching “elites represent unique methodological 

problems when compared with nonelites. Whereas locating elites might seem relatively 

easy due to their high visibility, getting a foot in the door and obtaining their personal 

accounts of events can be very challenging” (Mikecz, 2012, p. 482). Gaining access is 

one of the most pressing research concerns. “The researcher’s success in this regard will 

have a significant effect on the nature and quality of the data collected and, ultimately, on 

the trustworthiness of the findings (Shenton & Hayter, 2004, pp. 223-231).  
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 A key factor in accessing elites is credibility (Odendahl & Shaw, 2002). 

Credibility, for the purpose of this study, was established in three ways: 1) professional 

credentials and institutional affiliations of the researcher, 2) familiarity with the elite 

population, and 3) a network of key informants (Mikecz, 2012; Odendahl & Shaw, 2002). 

As a consultant who works with leaders in a variety of sectors and settings, is affiliated 

with a reputable executive search firm, and completing her doctorate at The George 

Washington University, the researcher had the professional credentials and institutional 

affiliation to gain access to leaders and was familiar with the population due to extensive 

work experiences. In addition, the researcher has a robust network of colleagues, who 

were not only key informants, but who are elites themselves. Odendahl and Shaw (2002) 

assert that the best way to gain access to elites is through “members of the elite’s own 

groups”. Therefore, accessing elite participants occurred through the researcher’s 

network by way of referral.   

Participant recruitment and selection. Five of the participants were recruited via 

a national specialty boutique firm that provides executive search services to the 

consumer, healthcare, education, digital/technology, aerospace and defense, and non-

profit industries. The executive search firm (ESF) takes a thoughtful and holistic 

approach to executive succession and search, employing state of the art technologies and 

practices. The ESF fosters deep and lasting relationships with clients, all of whom are at 

the Board or C-Suite level executives. To that end, the ESF had access to the elite 

population of executives that this study included. The researcher is a friend of the CEO 

and an associate of the ESF, providing leadership consulting services.  The CEO helped 

recruit participants for the study by leveraging her client relationships and facilitating 
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access to the participant pool. One additional participant was identified using the 

snowballing technique.  

The other 12 participants were recruited through the researcher’s professional 

network. The researcher reached out to other executive search colleagues, former or 

current clients, and community leaders (i.e., elected officials, city managers, chief 

administrative officers in governmental institutions) for help in identifying potential 

participants for this study. These individuals are part of the elite population themselves; 

they know and are respected by the target population; and are familiar with the 

phenomenon of executive integration.   

Participant selection criteria. Participants for the study were deliberately selected 

based on a variety of backgrounds, integration outcomes, sectors and industries. The 

purpose of this approach was to identify common experiences that occur across different 

situations and contexts, making the findings applicable to a wider audience of 

practitioners (Mohrman & Lawler, 2012; Van de Ven, 2007). In addition, the executive 

participants (EP) met the following selection criteria:  

1. They were externally hired, 

2. Functioned at the executive level,  

3. Had an organizational tenure between 6 months and three years,  

4. Represented a broad range of industries and backgrounds, and 

5. A mix of male and female. The executive participants (EP) in this study 

consisted of four men and five women. 

Four of the executives (two men and two women) did not experience a successful 

integration. Three of them are no longer with the organization, and one is looking for 
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opportunities elsewhere. The other five executives (one man and four women) were 

successful integrating into the organization. 

     In addition to the executive participants (EP), nine organizational insiders also 

participated in this study. The selection criteria for the organizational insider participants 

(OIP) were:  

1.  A peer or supervisor to an incoming executive,  

2. Worked closely with the new leader, 

3. Were able to share direct experiences and observations of the leader’s 

integration, 

4. Represented a variety of industries and backgrounds 

5. Worked at organizations with differing organizational practices (e.g., 

onboarding). 

The organizational insider participants (OIP) consisted of three men and six women. The 

most common role was that of the Chief Human Resources Officer (CHRO) although a 

CEO, COO, and Development Director also participated.   

      Specific timeframes for socialization research have not been established in 

socialization theory (Ashforth, 2012). Socialization research, using survey 

methodologies, generally focus on 3- 6- 9- and 12-month timeframes, however, Ashforth 

suggests that qualitative researchers use “event time” instead of clock time. Event time 

“refers to the use of discrete episodes to frame the passage of time. Learning and 

adjustment are ‘lumpy’ in that they are typically driven by episodes that precipitate new 

experiences, reflection, and perhaps reinterpretation of previous episodes” (Ashforth, 

2012, p. 162). Using event time as a frame of reference, it has been argued that the 
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process of integration begins the moment an organization and individual come into 

contact for the purposes of potential role selection (Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  

In addition, the period of time for new leaders to come up to speed and begin to 

make a reasonable contribution to the organization is estimated to take a minimum of 6.2 

months (Watkins, 2003), and can take as long as three years to make a full impact 

(Gabarro, 1987). High failure rates are documented within the first 18 months (Bradt et 

al., 2001). The literature emphasizes the importance of early events in socializing 

newcomers through a process of dynamic interactionism (Harttrup & Jackson, 1996) 

where “persons and situations reciprocally and continuously ‘shape’ each other over 

time” (Ashforth, 2012, p. 166).  Given the above time considerations, leaders selected for 

this study were in their role no less than six months and up to three years.  

      Recruitment process. The first step in the recruitment process was to meet with 

the CEO of the ESF to review the study purpose and participant criteria. The researcher 

and CEO discussed prospective participants that met the study purpose and criteria. To 

protect confidentiality, the actual names of the prospective participants were not 

disclosed to the researcher, only their role, tenure, and industry. Once the list was 

approved for meeting study criteria, the CEO made contact with the prospective 

participants, asking them if they would be interested in participating in the study. For 

those who were interested in participating in the study, the CEO then made an e-

introduction between the interested parties and the researcher. Until that point, the 

researcher had no contact with the prospective participants, nor was any personally 

identifying information shared about the participants.  After an e-introduction was made, 

the researcher made contact with the prospective participants via email to explain the 
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purpose of the research study and set up an introductory phone call. A study information 

sheet explaining the purpose of the research study, benefits and risks, confidentiality, and 

outlining the participants’ involvement, should s/he agree to participate, was attached to 

the email (Appendix A). The purpose of the phone call was to begin to establish rapport 

with the participant, thoroughly explain the purpose of the study and its process, review 

possible benefits or drawbacks for the participants, emphasize the voluntary nature of the 

study, and confirm their interest in participating. Individuals, who were willing to 

participate, and were selected for the study, were asked to sign a letter of informed 

consent before proceeding with the study (Appendix B).  

Data Collection, Analysis, and Management 

Data collection. Interviewing was the primary data collection strategy (Creswell, 

2007; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 2009). An interview is defined as “a process in which a 

researcher and participant engage in a conversation focused on questions related to a 

research study” (DeMarrais, 2004, p. 55 as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 87). Interviews are 

useful for “collecting ‘facts’, or gaining insights into or understanding of opinions, 

attitudes, experiences, processes, behaviours, or predictions” (Rowley, 2012, p. 261). 

They are necessary when researchers want to understand thoughts, feelings, how people 

interpret their world, and to learn about past events that cannot be replicated.  

The purpose of the study was to understand the dynamic, interacting factors that facilitate 

or hinder executive integration. The literature on executive integration points to a 

complex interaction between factors. The interview method allowed the researcher to 

probe for details and insights into those factors, and to engage participants in teasing out 

the interconnections and interactions between factors.  
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Furthermore, interviews provided a mechanism for observation. Laughter, silence, 

and the rate, volume, tone, pitch, inflection, and tone of voice of the participants served 

as cues prompting the researcher to dig deeper and was used as an aid in understanding 

participant experience. The interview itself, according to Stacey and Griffin (2005), is a 

complex responsive process involving interpersonal interactions. The interview not only 

provided an opportunity to learn about the experience of the participants, but it provided 

the researcher with first-hand experience, even if limited, of an interpersonal interaction 

with each participant.  Interviews enabled the researcher to understand the context of 

behavior and therefore “provided a way for [the] researcher to understand the meaning of 

that behavior” (Seidman, 2006, p. 10). The interview method was preferable for the study 

because the interviews provided greater insight into the phenomena of executive 

integration.  

Interview method. The interviews were semi-structured. Semi-structured 

interviews allowed for flexibility during the interview process (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 

2005; Merriam, 2009). It enabled “the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to 

emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

90). Although semi-structured interviews provided flexibility, they were used to explore 

specific issues relative to the phenomena being studied. In the case of executive 

integration, it was paramount that the researcher explored situational factors; 

organizational factors (e.g., socialization practices); individual factors such as individual 

characteristics, biographical experiences, goals, identity, and actions; and interpersonal 

interactions between the new leader and organizational insiders.  
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For the purpose of this study and given the elite status of the participants to be 

interviewed, one extended interview, lasting up to 90 minutes was conducted. 

Participants were asked if they would be available for follow-up to clarify any questions 

and for member checking. The researcher conducted a second interview lasting about 60-

minutes with three of the executive participants who were not successful integrating into 

the organization to tease out how the various factors interacted to affect the outcomes.  

Interview questions. The research question guiding the forthcoming study is: In 

what ways, do factors associated with externally hired executive integration (i.e., 

situational, organizational, individual, and interpersonal interactions) interact to facilitate 

or hinder integration? To answer this question, the interviews were structured to shed 

light on those factors. Participants were invited to reflect on and reconstruct their 

experiences. Specifically, the participants were asked to reflect on situational factors, 

organizational factors, individual factors, and interpersonal interactions that affect the 

integration process. Follow-up questions, probing, reflecting, clarifying, paraphrasing, 

and the use of silence was used to tease out details of participants’ experience, and to 

explicate meaning. The interviews served to answer the research question derived from 

the review of the literature, and adhered to research method integrity (Creswell, 2007; 

Maxwell, & Seidman, 2006). 

Two sets of questions were used: one for the executive participants (EP), and the 

second set for the organizational insider participants (OIP). The structure and content of 

the inquiry was the same and adhered to the factors identified in the research question; 

however, the questions were worded slightly differently to get at the different 

perspectives, roles, and experience of each participant. See Appendix D, Interview 
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Protocol, for interview questions along with a list of the follow-up questions and 

interview probes. 

 The participants were informed of the topics to be discussed prior to the interview 

to allow them time to reflect. This approach is recommended when researching elites 

(Mikecz, 2012). In addition, the participants were asked to fill out a simple timeline 

documenting the major milestones from first contact up through the first six to 18 months 

and send to the researcher before the interview. The timeline was used as a reference to 

guide the interview and clarify how events may or may not have influenced integration 

success (see Appendix C for integration timeline).  

Data management. The researcher followed an interview protocol (Appendix D) 

as recommended by Creswell (2007). Upon participant permission, interviews were 

recorded. The audio recording was subsequently transcribed by a professional 

transcriptionist with a confidentiality agreement in place. Every effort was taken to 

protect the identity of the participants, including removing personally identifying 

information from the transcripts. Audio files and transcripts were stored in a password-

protected external hard drive.   

Executive selection timelines were reviewed with the participant during the 

interview and used as part of the data analysis. Copies of the transcripts and a summary 

of the key take-aways from the interview were given to the participants to verify as a 

means of member checking. 

Data analysis. Analysis “is the search for patterns in data and for ideas that help 

explain why those patterns are there in the first place” (Bernard, 2006, as cited in 

Saldana, 2009, p. 8). Qualitative analysis involves simplifying, classifying, categorizing, 
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and distilling large volumes of data into themes that are then linked to theory of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Saldana, 2009). The process is iterative. It includes 

reviewing data transcripts, developing codes (i.e., first level and second level codes), 

clustering the codes based on patterns/themes, and a thematic analysis – that is, looking 

for the interrelationships “within, between, and among categorized data” (Saldana, 2009, 

p. 206).  

 A series of iterative analytic steps was employed throughout the data collection 

and analysis process. Saldana (2009) submits that the process of data analysis does not 

have to be approached as if it were mysterious or elusive. Analytic methods, like research 

methods, are best if matched to the overarching purpose of the study, the conceptual 

framework, and levels of analysis (Yammarino et al., 2005).  The phenomenon of study 

operates at multiple levels of analysis: individual, dyad, group, and organizational. This 

study looked primarily the individual level of analysis, and secondarily at the dyadic level 

through interpersonal interaction.  

Thematic analysis. “Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and 

reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 79). This study 

followed Braun and Clark’s (2006) six phases of a thematic analysis: 1) familiarizing 

oneself with the data, 2) generating codes, 3) searching for themes, 4) Reviewing themes, 

5) Defining/naming themes, and 6) producing the report. Although Braun and Clark refer 

to the components of the thematic analysis as phases, the analytic process for this study 

was recursive and iterative. Figure 4 illustrates the recursive, iterative process of coding 

and analysis for this study. The thematic analysis started with creating a provisional start-

list of codes and then following the general process outlined by Braun and Clark (2006).  
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Figure 4. The coding and thematic analysis process began with a provisional start-list 

of codes (patterned oval shape at top left). Braun and Clark (2006) describe six phases 

of a thematic analysis beginning with 1) “familiarizing oneself with the data”, and 

followed by 2) coding (broken out here by 1st and 2nd level), 3) Searching for themes, 

4) Reviewing themes, 5) Defining/naming themes, and 6) Producing the report. The 

ovals represent each phase with thick arrows showing the progression of the phases as 

described by Braun and Clark. The thinner arrows illustrate the iterative, recursive 

process taken for this study. The shaded boxes capture key activities and/or criteria for 

the process.  
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Provisional start-list of codes. Coding is an essential step in data analysis and 

assists the researcher in narrowing the vast amount of data into meaningful chunks based 

on the conceptual framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Coding is the process of 

assigning categories, concepts, or “codes” to portions of study information. Codes are 

simply “tags or labels” attached to the various units of meaning (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 56). Codes serve to bracket the information for later retrieval and analysis. Miles 

and Huberman (1994) recommend that researchers begin with a provisional “start list” of 

codes based on the conceptual framework, research question, and key factors. The start 

list can have anywhere from 12 to 60 codes, and they recommend that a coding sheet be 

created and referenced. For the purposes of this study, a provisional start list of four 

codes was developed (see Appendix E). The provisional codes were based on the 

conceptual frame and included: situational factors, organizational factors, individual 

factors, and interpersonal interactions. Within each of those codes, the researcher 

analyzed the data for emotional content and processes. 

This study included the six components of thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

1) Familiarize self with the data. According to Braun and Clark (2006) it is 

vitally important that the researcher immerse themselves in the data to become 

aware of the “depth and breadth of the content. Immersion usually involves 

‘repeated reading’ of the data, and reading the data in an active way/searching for 

meanings, patterns and so on. It is ideal to read through the entire data set at least 

once before you begin your coding, as ideas and identification of possible patterns 

will be shaped as you read through” (p. 87). To that end, each transcript was read 

at least once prior to coding. Throughout each interview, the researcher took high 
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level interview notes, jotted analytic memos noting interesting observations (e.g., 

the participant’s tone of voice or display of emotion during certain points in the 

interview), and capturing key ideas, patterns, and novel information. The 

interview notes and memos were read and re-read along with the transcripts. This 

process started with the first interview and continued throughout initial and 

secondary coding, triangulating the data within each data set, between data sets of 

executive participants (EP), between data sets of organizational insider 

participants (OIP), and finally across EP and OIP data sets.  

2) Generating codes. The coding began with a provisional start-list of codes. 

From this initial list, first level descriptive codes were developed based on the 

general content of the interviews as the content was related to the literature review 

(Saldana, 2009). For example, under the provisional start-list code “Individual 

Factors” (symbolized by “IND”), example descriptive codes included individual 

characteristics (“Char”), history (“Hist”), and (Action) as represented by 

IND:Char, IND:Hist, and IND:Action respectively.  Descriptive codes also 

included references to event time like “pre-entry” and “entry” since the literature 

suggests that early events affect later events.  

In addition to the descriptive codes, emotion coding was part of the first 

level coding. Complex responsive processes (CRP) assert that human relating is, 

in part, a product of an individual’s composite life experiences, their biology, and 

cognitive, affective, neurological processes (Stacey, 2000; Stacey et al., 2000).  

These processes influence how a person perceives, interprets, experiences, and 

acts within their world. Emotion codes identify “emotions recalled and/or 
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experienced by the participant or inferred by the researcher about the participant” 

(Saldana, 2009, p. 86). Emotion is defined as “a feeling and its distinctive 

thoughts, psychological and biological states, and range of propensities to act” 

(Goleman, 1995, p. 289).  Emotion codes included things like surprise, anger, fear 

and together with Individual Factors were coded as IND:Sur, IND:Fear, and 

IND:Anger.  

Since CRP is a process theory of human interactions (Stacey, 2000; Stacey 

et al., 2000), the data was also coded for processes. CRP involves the micro-

processes within the individual as s/he reconstructs the past to make sense of the 

present. It involves interpersonal processes based on moment-to-moment human 

interaction and suggests that those processes evolve over time to create the future. 

Process coding was particularly useful for “action, interaction, and emotion” and 

included the search for “consequences of action and interaction” (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008 as cited in Saldana, 2009, p. 77). Individual tactics and strategies, 

such as “reconstruction of the past” (Stacey, 2000; Stacey et al., 2000), are sub-

processes subsumed within process coding. Process coding was a necessary step 

to explicate complex responsive processes of relating, and the resultant 

consequences.   

Finally, pattern coding occurred as a meta-level coding process. “Pattern 

codes are explanatory or inferential codes, ones that identify an emergent theme, 

configuration, or explanation” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 69). Pattern coding 

was used to group first level codes into a small number of themes. Pattern coding 

served to reduce large amounts of data and develop a more comprehensive 
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“schema for understanding local incidents and interactions” (p. 69).  As a meta-

level process, it was beneficial for elucidating themes, interpersonal relationships, 

causes/explanations, and theoretical constructs. Stacey et al. (2000) postulate that 

CRP are a form of “reciprocal causation”.  

Miles and Huberman (1994), in making a case on how to think about 

causality in qualitative studies, argue that “just as there is no clean boundary 

between description and explanation, there’s no precise demarcation between 

general ‘explanation’ and ‘causality’” (p. 145). Causality is seen, at least in part, 

as a function of time; identifying what precedes and what follows. It gets tricky in 

social phenomena because people “have complex intentions operating in a 

complex web of others’ intentions and actions” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

145). However, there are “ways for us to understand how human events and 

meanings, actions, and intentions, are chained over time, as sticky and disorderly 

as they may be” (p. 146).  Building off of the classical rules of causality 

developed by Hume and expounded upon by Sir Austin Bradford Hill (1965 as 

cited in Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 146), a set of criteria were put forth to help 

researchers create a plausible causal links between associated phenomena in a 

local context. For this study, four criteria were met for several of the findings. The 

first is temporality. Temporality means that A precedes B and not the opposite. 

The association of time and impact that early events have on later integration 

outcomes identified in the literature makes temporality an important criterion. 

Secondly, coherence, that is the A-B relationship is in alignment with what we 

know about A and B. Third is the criterion of consistency. Consistency means that 
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A is found with B by many studies in different places. And finally, strength of 

association. Strength of association linking A and B with much more B with A 

than other possible causes (see Figure 4 for coding and analytic process).   

Pattern coding was an analytic method used to illuminate explanatory 

processes in this study. Figure 5 in Chapter 4 provides an example of how the 

various coding processes and thematic analysis elucidates factors that facilitate or 

hinder executive integration.  

Coding was an on-going and iterative analytical process (Saldana, 2009). 

Coding began during the data collection process. Interview transcripts were 

uploaded into Atlas.ti, an analytical software program, and coded according to the 

provisional start list (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Within each provisional code, 

the researcher searched for and assigned codes based on descriptive codes, 

emotion codes and process codes, followed by pattern coding. Moreover, the 

researcher recorded key observations, experiences, and conceptual insights 

throughout the study using a memoing technique (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

3-5) Searching for themes, reviewing themes, and defining/naming themes. 

Searching for themes, reviewing themes, and defining/naming themes are 

components 3, 4, and 5 of the thematic analysis process (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

During the course of this study, the theming process cycled back and forth 

between the three activities and between the theming process and reviewing of the 

first and second level codes. The process included categorizing, collapsing, and 

diagramming the data to create thematic maps (see Figure 5).  
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        Braun and Clark (2006) argue that it’s important to identify what counts as a 

theme and how themes are developed. Themes for this study were identified 

deductively from theory, and inductively from the data (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

Both methods were deemed appropriate given that CRP is a new theory applied to 

social sciences and the socialization literature has inadequately addressed 

integration of executive level leaders. Themes developed deductively reflected the 

utility of CRP as a theoretical lens for studying the micro-processes of executive 

integration. Further, developing themes inductively through the data led to some 

unanticipated findings.  

            The themes in this study were both semantic and latent (Braun & Clark, 

2006). Semantic themes were derived from data explicitly. Those themes had to 

do with executive selection, organizational culture fit, listening and learning, and 

building relationships. Latent themes “start to identify or examine the underlying 

 

Figure 5. The data diagrams /thematic maps illustrate how codes were combined and 

collapsed to create themes. 
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ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations / and ideologies / that are theorized as 

shaping or informing the semantic content of the data…. Thus, for latent thematic 

analysis, the development of the themes themselves involves interpretative work, 

and the analysis that is produced is not just description, but is already theorized 

(Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 84). Latent themes include concepts and constructs from 

the literature, and CRP theory, such as “non-linearity”, “interactions”, sense-

making”, and so forth.  

            As patterns in the data became evident, the patterns were cross checked 

across each data set to see how prevalent the theme was. In cases where a theme 

was found for executives who successfully integrated into the organization then 

the data sets where executives were not successful integrating were checked and 

contrasted, and vice versa. This led to some robust findings where certain patterns 

occurred in the cases of successful integrations and opposite patterns occurred in 

unsuccessful integrations. The major themes reported in Chapter 4 reflect a 

prevalence rate between 89-100%. That is, the theme was found in no less than 16 

of the 18 interviews, and in some cases was found across all 18 interviews and 

multiple examples within interviews.  

6)  Producing the report. Braun and Clark (2006) suggest the report needs to 

“provide sufficient evidence of the themes within the data (i.e., enough data 

extracts to demonstrate the prevalence of the theme). [And incorporate] 

particularly vivid examples, or extracts which capture the essence of the point you 

are demonstrating, without unnecessary complexity. The extract should be easily 

identifiable as an example of the issue” (p. 93). To meet this standard, Chapter 4 
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includes tables, figures, two examples contrasted, and thick, rich descriptions to 

convey the essence and dynamic complexity of the phenomena. 

Establishing trustworthiness. Establishing trustworthiness addresses whether the 

findings in qualitative research can be trusted (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It is the 

qualitative equivalent to establishing validity, reliability, and generalizability in 

quantitative studies. Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified four criteria for establishing 

trustworthiness in qualitative studies. The first is credibility. Credibility is established 

when the findings accurately represent the information shared by the participants and a 

correct interpretation is drawn. Triangulation and member checking are two important 

strategies used in this study to establish credibility.   

The second trustworthiness criterion for trustworthiness is transferability (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Transferability results when the findings of the study can be transferred 

to other individuals and situations. This study addresses transferability in two ways. The 

first is through the wide selection of study participants across sectors and industries. The 

second is through the use of thick, rich descriptions. The findings in Chapter 4 describe 

the situation and context where the participant experiences occur using thick descriptions 

and supporting it with the participant’s own words to explicate meaning.  

The third criterion for trustworthiness is dependability which demonstrates the 

consistency and reliability of the research findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Dependability occurs when research procedures are well documented so that an 

independent researcher could follow and critique the research steps. An audit trail is the 

strategy needed to ensure dependability. 
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Finally, confirmation, is the fourth criterion for trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Confirmation occurs when the findings of a study are shaped by the participants 

and not researcher bias. A strategy to ensure confirmation is reflexivity or the use of a 

personal reflexive narrative.  

The trustworthiness strategies used in this study were: 1) Audit trail, 2) Thick, rich 

descriptions, 3) Member checking, 4) Triangulation, and 5) Reflexivity.  

Audit trail. An audit trail is a qualitative strategy to establish the confirmability of 

the study’s findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It involves verifying that the findings are 

based on participants’ responses rather than preconceptions or researcher bias. This study 

followed a structured thematic process and described the iterative coding and analysis 

throughout the research process. Figure 4 depicts the thematic analysis process, and 

Figure 5 illustrates how codes were combined to form themes. Table 3 outlines the 

thematic analysis along with the criteria used for establishing trustworthiness. Tables 6 

and 7 present the findings by code type, theme type, and prevalence criteria.  

Thick, rich descriptions. Thick, rich descriptions do “more than record what a 

person is doing. It goes beyond mere fact and surface appearances. It presents detail, 

context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships that join persons to one another” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1989, p. 83). The findings in this study were presented within context 

that the phenomenon took place. Large block quotes are used throughout to illustrate the 

human experience, support the findings, and provide meaning in context.    

Member checking. Member checking involves obtaining the views of the research 

participants in assessing the credibility of the findings and researcher’s interpretation of 

those findings (Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Miller, 2000).  According to Lincoln and 
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Guba (1985) member checking is the foremost technique for establishing trustworthiness 

and credibility. Member checking for this study was used in three ways: 1) verbally at the 

conclusion of the interview, 2) verifying the accuracy of transcripts, and 3) verifying the 

researcher’s interpretation of their experience.   

At the end of each interview, the researcher summarized the key points that she 

heard during the interview and checked with the participant to see if the researcher’s 

understanding of what was said was accurate. This served two purposes. First, it was used 

to verify that the researcher’s initial interpretations were accurate, and if not to have the 

participant clearly state their meanings. Clarifications were documented in the transcripts 

and in the researcher’s notes. Secondly, it was an opportunity to clarify information 

shared early in the interview within the larger context of the participant’s experience and 

provided an additional opportunity for the participant to reflect on the meaning of their 

experience in its totality.  

The interview transcript and a summary of the researcher’s interpretations of the 

interview was sent to the participants for their review. Participants were asked to provide 

verification of the accuracy of the findings.  For instance, the researcher asked 

participants if “the themes or categories made sense, whether [the themes were] 

developed with sufficient evidence, and whether the overall account is realistic and 

accurate” (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In three instances where the executives were not 

successful integrating into the organization, a follow-up interview was conducted to 

gather missing information but also to clarify the researcher’s interpretation of the 

participants experience. The participants confirmed the researcher’s interpretation and 

expounded by sharing, in greater depth, their thinking, feeling, and acting.   
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 Maxwell (2005) uses the phrase “respondent validation” when referring to 

member checking.  Maxwell argues that member checking is the “single most important 

way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say 

and do and the perspectives they have on what is going on, as well as being an important 

way of identifying your own biases and misunderstandings of what you observed” (p. 

111). Maxwell goes on to say that participants’ feedback should be taken as “evidence” 

of the credibility of the research.  

Triangulation. The fourth trustworthiness strategy used in this study was 

triangulation. Triangulation increases the quality of research by helping reduce systemic 

biases that may result from using a single source or a single method. Research findings 

tend to be more credible when information collected via various means from numerous 

people, representing different functions or organizational levels, aligns. Triangulation 

corroborates evidence from different sources.   

Triangulation is a technique that utilizes data from different sources via multiple 

methods (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  Denzin (1978) identified four types of 

triangulation: 1) across data sources, 2) theories, 3) methods, and 4) “among different 

investigators” (as cited in Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126-127).  For this study, 

triangulation primarily occurred across data sources. First, data was triangulated by 

comparing the findings between participants of the same type, and then triangulating the 

data across participant types. For example, the data gathered through the interviews with 

nine externally hired executive participants (EP) was analyzed and compared. This 

process of triangulation revealed a consistency of experiences and themes across the nine 

EP interviews. Since the EPs represented a broad section of organizations from the 
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public, private and social sectors and across a range of industries and participant 

backgrounds, the consistency of experiences and themes between the EPs adds validity to 

the findings. The same process occurred for the organizational insider participants (OIP). 

Data collected from the OIPs was analyzed and compared across participant interviews. 

This triangulation showed consistent experiences and themes for all of the OIPs.  Finally, 

the data was triangulated between participant types (i.e., EPs and OIPs). Again, a 

consistency of experiences and themes emerged validating the research findings.   

       The researcher also triangulated the integration timelines that the participants 

developed against their interview data. Since time is an important factor for studying 

integration processes, and organizational entry is particularly vulnerable time where early 

events tend to have disproportionate effects on later outcomes, the integration timelines 

gave the researcher insight into the timing and sequence of early experiences. This 

information was compared to the participant interview data for consistency and to 

elaborate how early events affected subsequent events.   

Reflexivity. Reflexivity is fifth trustworthiness strategy used in this study. 

Reflexivity is necessary to reveal “the biases, values, and experiences that [the 

researcher] brings to the qualitative research study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 243), and how 

those biases, values, and experiences influence the research design, questions asked, and 

interpretations. “The fact that the researcher is part of the world that he or she studies-is a 

powerful and inescapable influence” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 109).  Rather than try to 

suppress the effect of the researcher, it is important to be aware of how the researcher is 

influencing the process.  
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 Stacy and Griffin (2005) offer an additional perspective on the importance of 

reflexivity in the interview process and through the lens of complex responsive processes 

(CPR). Specifically, CPR holds that “no one can step outside of their interaction with 

others” (p. 8). This means that when a researcher engages with a participant, the 

researcher becomes a prominent player in the interaction, and cannot remove him/herself 

from the interaction to design or control it. The researcher is unable to suspend all 

judgment and remove him/herself from the experience of the interaction.  Experience, 

according to CPR, means that the researcher will have physiological, psycho-social, and 

emotional responses as a result of the interaction, and those “experiences” will differ 

from person to person and situation to situation. In effect, the research itself is a complex 

responsive process. Reflexivity, then, calls for the researcher to embrace the paradox of 

“detached involvement” (p. 9) and reflect on his/her own experiences. There are two 

forms of reflexivity according to Stacy and Griffin (2005). The first requires that the 

researcher reflect on his/her own life history and how that has shaped the way the 

researcher views the phenomenon and identify assumptions and biases that accompany 

his/her perspective. This reflection is documented in a “reflexive personal narrative” or 

what Seidman (2006) refers to as auto-biographical statement. Second, there is a social 

form of reflexivity where the researcher locates his/her experience in the wider traditions 

of thought regarding human agency and human interaction. Research within the social 

sciences have primarily focused on two philosophical dimensions (i.e., subjectivity-

objectivity, and change-stability to a lesser degree) and ignored others (e.g., nature-

nurture, and individual-collective) (Tang, 2011). Assumptions along the nature-nurture, 
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and individual-collective dimensions are key assumptions embedded in CRP and this 

researcher’s own thinking (Appendix F).  

 Reflexivity promotes trustworthiness by explicating the researcher’s assumptions, 

opinions, and interpretations. This occurs through the reflexive personal narrative of the 

researcher as seen at the end of this chapter and revealing the researcher’s underlying 

assumptions as situated in philosophical traditions as seen in Appendix F.  Table 3 

outlines the thematic analysis coupled with the trustworthiness strategies used in this 

study (Nowel, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017).   

Ethical research on human participants. This basic qualitative study was of 

minimal risk to the participants. The identity of the participants and their place of 

employment was kept strictly confidential. The researcher used pseudonyms and didn’t 

start the audio recording until after the initial greeting at which time the researcher 

reminded the participant to avoid using personally identifying information and to avoid 

identifying the organization during the interview. The goal was to keep the identity of the 

participant and their organizations anonymous even to the transcriptionist. The researcher 

informed each participant of the purpose and goals of the study, the voluntary nature of 

their participation, the extent of their involvement, confidentiality, data management, and 

the procedures. These are documented in the signed informed consent (see Appendix B 

for Informed Consent Form).  
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Table 3 
 
Thematic analysis and establishing trustworthiness (Nowell et al., 2017). 
Iterative 
Process 

Description Means of Establishing 
Trustworthiness  

Familiarized 
self with the 
data 

Interview notes, analytic memos noting interesting 
observations, and capturing key ideas, patterns, and 
novel information. Data was compared within each data 
set, between like participants, and across participant 
types (i.e., EP and OIP).  
 
Read and re-read interview notes, memos, and 
transcripts throughout the analysis period.  
 
Data was stored in an external hard drive and all 
identifying information was removed. Transcripts were 
uploaded into Atlas.ti, an analytical software.  

Memoing 
 
Records of interview 
notes, analytic memos, 
and transcripts 
 
Prolonged engagement 
with data 
 
Triangulation within 
and between data 
sources 
 
Raw data stored in 
organized archives 

Generated 
initial and 
secondary 
codes 

Provisional start-list of codes based on the literature and 
conceptual framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and 
coded data for emotion and process content (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Saldana, 2009) in alignment with the 
theoretical lens, Complex Responsive Processes.  
 
Pattern coding was used as a secondary cycle of coding.   
 
Engaged in reflexive practice and continued to create 
analytic memos. 

 
Reflexivity 
 
Audit trail 
 

Searched for 
themes 

Themes were developed deductively from theory, and 
inductively from the data (Braun & Clark, 2006).  
 
Themes included semantic and latent themes. 
 
Major themes had a prevalence rate of 88-100% 

Used diagrams to make 
sense of themes and 
their interconnection. 
 
Audit trail 

Reviewed 
themes 

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded 
extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), 
generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis. 
 
Searched contrasting cases for presence of themes.  
 
Check themes for temporality, coherence, consistency, 
and strength of association (Miles & Huberman, 1994. 

Member checking 

Defined 
themes 

Ongoing analysis to refine theme specifics.   

Production of 
the report 

Selection of vivid, compelling extract examples, final 
analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the 
analysis to the research question and literature, 
producing a scholarly report of the analysis. 

Member checking 
Described coding and 
analysis 
Thick descriptions  
Explained reasons for 
theoretical, 
methodological, and 
analytical choices. 
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Reflexive Personal Narrative 

 I came to this study not by accident. It was part of the stream of my life 

experiences. First, the theoretical lens, complex responsive processes (Stacey, 2001; 

2003; Stacey et al., 2000) was chosen based on my own worldview and philosophical 

assumptions (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Tang, 2011). CRP explained so much of the social 

phenomenon I experienced by accounting for individual, social, and cultural factors.  

My childhood, by all definitions, was chaotic and confounding. When I became a 

young adult, I wanted to make sense of my experiences. I wanted to understand why I felt 

the way I felt, thought the way I thought, and behaved the way I behaved. But more than 

that, I was deeply curious how my siblings and I grew up in the same chaotic 

environment but became very different people as adults.  

I am curious by nature. And that curiosity led me down a lifelong path of 

introspection, investigation, reflection. I studied developmental psychology in college 

and learned about Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) theory of ecological development where the 

individual with his/her characteristics interacted with their immediate family environment 

which was affected by the community and socio-cultural status, and all of that was 

affected by the macro system involving our national culture and so on. I also studied 

attachment theory and how early experiences fundamentally shape subsequent 

relationships and feelings of security in the social world. As a professional, early in my 

career I learned about brain development and how the neural pathways in our brains 

develop in the formative years and alter our very perception by narrowing what we select 

out of the stream of experience (Perry, 2002), and that this occurs subcortically without 
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our conscious awareness. This type of learning continued and expanded during my 

masters and then doctoral studies.  

My experience is that life is complex and messy. Beginnings don’t really exist 

because if we seek the source then we must go back through history which starts before 

birth. My childhood experiences resulted from my mother’s childhood experiences and 

hers from her mothers. Moreover, even when we enter relationships with the best of 

intentions and interact with others for common goals, we can never truly predict how the 

interaction or relationships will go. This once baffled me.  No longer. 

As I embarked on this study and especially when I was collecting data through 

interviews, I reminded myself that my experiences and philosophical perspective 

influence how I interact with the participants and how I interpret what they say. In this 

way I was being reflexive (Stacey, 2005). To avoid the pitfalls of subjectivity I adopted 

what Stacey calls “detached involvement”. I frequently paraphrased what I heard the 

participants say, and asked questions to clarify if the conclusion I was drawing, was 

indeed the conclusion that they themselves drew. Most of the time, the participants 

concurred that my interpretation was accurate. On occasion they clarified what they had 

meant.  

 My life experiences have, in many ways, prepared me for this research journey. I 

know all too well that my experiences and interpretations differ from those around me. 

The only way to capture someone else’s story is to be aware of my own and then take 

steps to listen deeply to the other person, ask clarifying questions, and then to paraphrase 

what I heard them say, and have them verify the data and interpretations (i.e., member 

check) or set the record straight.   
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Chapter 4: Results 
 
Introduction 

This basic qualitative study explored the research question: In what ways, do 

factors associated with externally hired executive integration (i.e., situational, 

organizational, individual, and interpersonal), interact to facilitate or hinder integration?  

The chapter begins with a brief overview of the study participants and then presents the 

findings.  

Overview of Study Participants 

      Eighteen executive level professionals participated in this study (11 females, and 

6 males). Nine of the participants were executives who had been externally hired into an 

organization within two years of the interview. The other nine participants were 

executive level organizational insiders who observed new externally hired executive(s) 

enter the organization. The organizational insider participants were not from the same 

organization as the executive participants.  

      Six of the 18 participants worked in human resources (HR) commonly with the 

title, or equivalent of, a Chief Human Resources Officer (CHRO). The other participants 

held roles ranging from CEO, Chief Operations Officer (COO), Chief Administrative 

Officer (CAO), Director of Health,  University Provost, Executive Managing 

Director/Head of Retail Services, Vice-President of Planning, Chief Executive, Executive 

Vice-President of Global Talent, Head of Digital and Enterprise Learning, and 

Development Director.  

      The participants represented the public, private and social sector and worked in a 

range of industries: finance, technology, healthcare, education, human services, 
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manufacturing, real estate, and retail. Retail had the largest representation with eight 

participants who worked in various forms of retail (e.g., food, clothing, household goods, 

automotive, and jewelry). Three participants worked in the non-profit sector, one in 

government, and the rest worked in for-profit companies which included a mix of 

privately owned and publicly traded companies. Most of the participants were mid-to-late 

career professionals with vast experience. One was early career. All were subject matter 

experts in their field.   

Participant Characteristics 

      To protect the confidentiality of the study participants and their organizations, 

each participant was given a pseudonym and identifying information removed. There 

were two types of participants for this study. First, are the nine Executive Participants 

(EP). These are executives who were externally hired and tasked with transitioning into 

the organization. Five of the EP successfully integrated into their new role, three did not 

experience successful integration and are no longer with the organization. One reported 

that they did not feel successful integrating and are in the process of looking for other 

employment opportunities. Table 4 is a list of EP, their titles, industry, and integration 

outcome. A more detailed description of the EP can be found in Appendix H. Several of 

the executives work at globally recognized brands and therefore the descriptions are kept 

intentionally opaque to protect their confidentiality.  
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  Table 4 

  List of Executive Participants (EP) 

Pseudonym Title Industry Integration 
Outcome 

Gabriela Provost Education Successful 

Scott Chief Human Resources Officer 
(CHRO) 
 

Finance Unsuccessful 

Zoe Executive Director HR Retail Unsuccessful 

Sam Head of Retail Services Retail  Successful 

Walt Health Director Government Unsuccessful 

Idris Head of Digital and Enterprise 
Learning 
 

Education Unsuccessful 

Nova Vice President of Planning Retail Successful 

Anthony Chief Executive of ______ 
Services 
 

Healthcare Successful 

Roan Vice-President of Talent and 
Operations 

Biomedical 
data 
management 

Successful 

 

      The second group of study participants were organizational insiders who were 

employed with the organization when an externally hired executive transitioned into the 

role. The nine Organizational Insider Participants (OIP) were a mix of mid-to-late career 

professionals with three being early-to-mid career professionals. Two of the OIP shared 

in-depth stories of an executive failure. The others, due to their position in the 

organization had several recent examples with a mix of successful and unsuccessful 

integration outcomes. Table 5 presents the list of OIP, their title and industries. One 

participant, Roan, shared her recent experiences as an executive transitioning into the role 
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and an example of a peer who failed to integrate. She is listed on both tables.  A more 

detailed description of the OIP can be found in Appendix G. 

Table 5 

List of Organizational Insider Participants (OIP). 

 

 

 

 

Pseudonym Title Industry Integration 
Outcomes 

of 
Executives 

Audrey EVP of Global Talent 

Management 

Global Retail Mix 

Ben Chief Operations Officer Retail Mix 

Debrah Human Resources Director Manufacturing Mix 

Jon Chief Human Resources Officer 
(CHRO) 
 

Retail Mix 

Lee Talent Management Leader Retail Mix 

Noah Chief Executive Officer Retail Mix 

Renata Development Director Non-Profit Unsuccessful 

Roan Vice-President of Talent and 
Operations 
 

Biomedical data 
management 

Unsuccessful 

Sofia Senior Vice-President (SVP) of 
People and Culture 
 

Healthcare Mix 

Susan Chief Human Resources Officer 
(CHRO) 
 

Global Retail Mix 
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Findings 

      The data were coded in light of the relevant literature, the theoretical lens 

Complex Responsive Processes (CRP), and the conceptual framework (see Figure 6). A 

thorough and iterative thematic analysis was conducted, and the major findings and 

contributing factors are reported here. Table 6 lists the overarching findings, associated 

codes, sample quotes, theme criteria, theme type and observed association suggesting a 

causal link (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The overarching findings show that executive 

integration is multifaceted, non-linear, and unpredictable, a performance paradox exists, 

and culture fit is essential for successful integration.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual Factors 
 Characteristics 
 History 

Successful 
Integration 

 

Unsuccessful 
Integration 

Organizational Factors 
 Practices 
 History 
 Organizational 

Insiders  

Interpersonal 
Interactions 

Situational 
Factors 

Figure 6. Conceptual framework depicting the complex responsive processes and 

integration of factors affecting executive integration. 
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Table 6 

Overarching findings, code type, sample codes, sample quotes, theme criteria, and 

process of theme development. 

Note. The findings include both semantic and latent themes that were developed 

deductively and inductively. The table includes any observed association with a causal 

link (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 In addition to the overarching findings, major contributing factors were found. 

Table 7 lists organizational practices and individual actions that were identified as having 

an effect on person-organizational culture fit and by association integration outcomes.   

     THEME 
TYPE  

 

Overarching 
Findings 

C
od

e 
Ty

pe
 

Sample 
Codes Sample Quotes Theme 

Criteria 

Semantic/ 
Latent; 

Deductive
/ Inductive 

Observed 
association 

Multifacet-
ed, Non-
Linear, and 
Unpredict-
able 

Pa
tte

rn
 

INTER: 
Dyn 

“I’ve now stepped into 
it in big bad way and 
[April] tells me that 
she’s angry with me 
because when people 
found out that the 
company was getting an 
HR Director, they were 
beside themselves with 
joy”. 

100% 
prevalence 

Latent; 
Deductive 

Coherence 
Consistency 
Strength of 
Assoc. 

Perform-
ance 
Paradox Pa

tte
rn

 

IND: 
Perform 
IND:(-) 
Integrate 
IND:(+) 
Integrate 

“It was 100 percent 
cultural, because I not 
only hit the 
performance objectives, 
but I exceeded them”. 
“They could be great in 
terms of scorecard, 
metrics, everything you 
want, but if they’re not 
a good fit in your 
business culture it’s just 
going to be a failure”. 

94% 
prevalence 

Latent;  
Inductive 

Temporality 
Coherence 
 

Culture Fit 

Pa
tte

rn
 INTER: 

Culture 
 

“It’s not a good culture 
fit for the organization”. 
“It’s just the cultural 
piece that tends to cause 
the most failures”. 

100% 
prevalence 

Semantic; 
Inductive/ 
Deductive 

Temporality 
Coherence 
Consistency 
Strength of 
Assoc. 
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The findings that executive integration is multifaceted, non-linear, and 

unpredictable was found across all 18 interviews (i.e., 100% prevalence rate). The 

performance paradox was present in 17 of the 18 interviews (i.e., 94% prevalence rate), 

and culture fit was found in all 18 interviews. 

According to study participants, executive selection was particularly robust for 

influencing person organizational-culture fit and thus executive integration.  Every 

organizational insider participant (OIP) identified executive selection as a major factor, if 

not the number one factor, affecting integration.  Moreover, it was found that executives 

who were successful integrating into organizations experienced more robust selection 

processes when compared to those who were not successful integrating. Additional 

organizational practices identified by the participants included providing realistic job 

previews (RJP), and if (and how) organizational leaders structured learning and support, 

and fostered connections for incoming executives. Organizational practices were affected 

by factors such as the history, culture, and conditions of the organization, and 

organizational insiders (not reflected in the table). These factors indirectly affected 

integration and will be covered under the organizational factors and processes section in 

this chapter.   

 In additional to organizational factors, individual actions were identified as major 

contributing factors affecting integration success. Specifically, job choice, taking time to 

listen and learn, and relationship building were robust findings (see Table 7).   
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Table 7 

Major contributing factors by code type, sample codes, quotes, theme criteria, theme 

development and observed association with a causal link (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

     THEME 
TYPE  

 

Contributing 
Factors 

C
od

e 
T

yp
e 

Sample 
Codes Sample Quotes 

T
he

m
e 

C
ri

te
ri

a Semantic/  
Latent;  
Deductive/ 
Inductive 

Observed 
association 
 

ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES 

Ex
ec

ut
iv

e 
Se

le
ct

io
n 

Pr
oc

es
s;

 
Pa

tte
rn

; 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 

ORG: Select 
Pre-Entry 
 

“We have to have that right 
person, number one”. 
“A successful integration is 
first off, a true selection 
process.” 

10
0%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 

Semantic 
& Latent; 
Inductive 

Temporality 
Strength of 
Assoc 

R
JP

 

Pr
oc

es
s;

 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e ORG: 
Practice 
IND: 
Surprise 
Pre-Entry 

“People coming in feel like 
what was communicated to 
them beforehand are totally 
different from the reality”. 
“Here’s some reality check 
around our organization…” 

94
%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 

Latent; 
Deductive Temporality 

St
ru

ct
ur

ed
 

Le
ar

ni
ng

 

Pr
oc

es
s;

 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 

ORG: 
Practice 
ORG: 
Comm 
Pre-Entry 
Entry 

“The organization gave me 
coverage to learn”. 
“We don’t want you to make 
any major changes in the first 
30 days, we want you to 
learn”.   

78
%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 
Semantic 
& Latent; 
Deductive 

Consistent 

Fo
st

er
in

g 
co

nn
ec

tio
ns

 

Pr
oc

es
s;

 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 

ORG: 
Practice 
ORG: 
Comm 
Pre-Entry 
Entry 

“You’ve got to give time to 
the individual coming in to 
understand the organization, 
the business, to meet people”. 
“Making sure that there’s 
Meet and Greets”.  

10
0%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 

Semantic 
& Latent; 
Deductive 

Temporality 
Coherence 
Consistency 
Strength of 
Assoc. 

INDIVIDUAL ACTIONS 

Jo
b 

Ch
oi

ce
 

Pr
oc

es
s;

 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 

IND: Prep 
IND: Act 

“I had a definite point of view 
of where I wanted to land. I 
knew the culture that I 
wanted; I knew the type of 
company”. 

78
%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 
 E

P 

Semantic; 
Inductive Temporality 

Li
st

en
 a

nd
 

Le
ar

n 

Pa
tte

rn
; 

Pr
oc

es
s 

ORG: 
Support 
IND: 
Learn 
IND: 
Comm 

“Those who are successful… 
get to know the team”.  
“You have to listen and give 
yourself time to assess”. 10

0%
 

pr
ev

al
en

ce
 

Semantic; 
Inductive/ 
Deductive 

Temporality 
Coherence 
Strength of 
Assoc. 

R
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
B

ui
ld

in
g 

Pa
tte

rn
; 

Pr
oc

es
s 

INTPER: 
Rel 
INTPER: 
Interact 
 

“I was very intentional about 
[building relationships]”. 
“I LinkedIn with all the 
people that were going to be 
my peers and wrote them 
notes”. 

10
0%

 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 

Semantic; 
Inductive/ 
Deductive 

Temporality 
Coherence 
Consistency 
Strength of 
Assoc. 
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 Although not reflected in the table, an individual’s biographical history and individual 

characteristics were found to influence individual actions and indirectly affect integration  

outcomes. These will be covered under the individual factors section below.                                                                                

Finally, an interaction between situational, organizational, and individual factors 

was found to occur via interpersonal interactions. These will be reviewed at the end of 

this chapter.   

The remainder of this chapter will present the findings as outlined below and 

conclude with a summary of the findings: 

I. Performance paradox and culture fit 

II. Executive integration is multifaceted, non-linear, and unpredictable  

III. Organizational factors and processes 

IV. Individual factors  

V. Interaction between situational, organizational, and individual factors.   

The relevant literature and findings of this study show that what happens prior to the 

executive’s first day affects integration outcomes. The literature refers to this period of 

time as “pre-entry”, and the time from the executive’s first day on the job forward as 

“entry” (Wanous, 1992). Therefore, with the exception of the performance paradox and 

culture fit, the findings will generally be organized by pre-entry and post-entry time 

periods. 

Executive Participants will be referred to “EP” and Organizational Insider 

Participants will be referred to as “OIP”. The letters EP and OIP will follow each 

participant’s pseudonym to clarify if they are an executive speaking to their own 

transition and integration experiences or an OIP speaking to the transition and integration 
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of someone other than themselves. To indicate the integration outcome associated with 

executives two letters in parentheses will immediately follow the executive’s pseudonym. 

SI represents a successful integration and UI represents an unsuccessful integration. For 

example, Nova is an executive participant (EP) who successfully integrated (SI). Her 

name will appear throughout the findings as Nova (EP-SI). Pseudonyms are also used for 

executives that the OIP are describing.  

Performance paradox and culture fit.  The performance paradox and culture fit 

findings go hand in hand. Executives are hired for their technical expertise and 

experience with high expectations for their ability to advance key organizational 

objectives. There is enormous pressure on the new executive to come up to speed quickly 

and contribute. If the executive fails to meet performance expectations, then they are let 

go and thus fail to integrate. Meeting performance objectives, however, is not enough to 

assure the new executive will integrate successfully. The findings show that even when 

the executive meets performance objectives, if they are not a good culture fit, then they 

will fail to integrate and will exit the role anyway (see Table 8 for patterns of executive 

integration). Interestingly, performance objectives, in this study, were an explicitly stated 

requirement for role success; culture fit on the other hand was not. 

In my experience, it’s the cultural assimilation where an individual and the 

organization, if there’s a mismatch between either the kind of values or style it 

won’t work. It’s just the cultural piece that tends to cause the most failures.  It’s 

rarely because you know the individual doesn’t bring the kind of experiences or 

skills or technical knowledge or the background.  It’s really about how you 

assimilate from a cultural standpoint (Audrey, OIP). 
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The four executive participants (EP) who were unsuccessful integrating (UI) into 

the organization described how they met (or exceeded) the performance objectives 

communicated to them at time of hire. The reason for integration failure they reported 

was due to lack of culture fit and not technical performance. For example, Walt (EP-UI) 

was hired to fix a major budget deficit of $9M within nine months. When asked if he had 

eliminated the deficit before leaving the organization, he answered, “Yes, and I came in 

$1.3 million or $1.8 million to the good. Meaning, I had a surplus!” (Walt, EP-UI). He 

explained that ultimately, he was not a good culture fit and that his performance was 

evaluated on his “likability”. Zoe (EP-UI) likewise met her performance objectives and 

attributed integration failure to poor culture fit. “It was 100 percent cultural, because I not 

only hit the performance objectives, but I exceeded them” (Zoe, EP-UI). 

A couple of organizational insider participants (OIPs) described hiring someone 

who was really strong on the technical side and who met their performance goals but they 

were not the best culture fit. The executives they hired had a certain skill set, certain 

competencies that were highly desired and needed. However, the cultural piece proved 

challenging. “He fit like a lot of those boxes and especially on the numbers side, but I 

think he just needs a little bit of work on the social piece, you know, his interactions with 

different people in the company” (Ben, OIP). Sophia described a similar experience with 

“Arya” (UI), a CFO they hired. Arya was an “extremely smart, capable person” but did 

not integrate into the organization.  

It was such a mixed bag, because in terms of just real business outcomes and 

meeting business goals and priorities, she was making good contributions and 

moving forward on some significant priorities… [she had] great critical thinking -
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- you know, very analytical, detail-oriented all those kinds of things you want to 

be a good CFO, but what came out in the interviews more was this like low level  

of trust in organizations and working with others, personally” (Sophia, OIP).  

 

 Table 8 shows the pattern of successful and unsuccessful integration among executives. 

The executives had the requisite knowledge, skills, and abilities according to the EP and 

OIP participants and were a good fit for the job. In one case, the executive “Theodore” 

did not meet performance objectives and was fired as a result. There were two cases 

(Lydia and Frank) where the performance objectives were unknown to the researcher. In 

Table 8 

Reported patterns of successful and unsuccessful executive integration.  

●=Executive had the KSA, met performance objectives, and was a culture fit.  

U=Unknown 

SI=Successful integration 

UI=Unsuccessful integration 
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Integration 
Outcomes 
 

SI SI SI SI SI SI SI UI UI UI UI UI UI UI UI 

KSA ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● 

Met 
Performance 
Objectives 

● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● U ● U  

Culture Fit ● ● ● ● ● ● ●         
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all the other cases it was reported that the executives met performance objectives but 

those who were not a culture fit failed to integrate.      

The findings show that meeting performance expectations and being a culture fit 

are both necessary for successful integration. One without the other won’t suffice. Since 

culture fit was found throughout the interviews and themes, it will be further incorporated 

into the other sections in this chapter.  

Executive integration is multifaceted, non-linear, and unpredictable. The 

findings show that executive integration is a multifaceted, non-linear, and unpredictable 

phenomena that results from an interaction among situational, organizational, and 

individual factors via interpersonal interactions. Complex adaptive systems (CAS), by 

definition are complex, non-linear and unpredictable (Anderson, 1999; Buckley, 1968) 

where small disturbances can lead to disproportionate outcomes. This study found that 

despite efforts to control outcomes through rigorous executive selection and onboarding 

processes, organizational leaders cannot possibly predict how successful a new executive 

will be until the person is in the role. There are simply too many variables and unknowns. 

The organizational insider participants (OIP) were particularly clear that there is no way 

of knowing if an externally hired executive would be successful integrating into the 

organization. 

I don’t think there’s any prescribed way [to ensure executive integration].... You 

could provide all the mappings that the [person needs] – you know, here’s the 

plan, but inevitably there will be some variable that you just either didn’t 

anticipate or that comes up unexpectedly (Audrey, OIP).   
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Even when you do all of the best processes and systems, in the end it is still 

unpredictable. This onboarding and assimilation is so critical, [yet] it still may not 

end up being the right role for the person or for the organization (Sophia, OIP).   

Every study participant (EP and OIP) described various twists and turns, lulls and 

undulations, and dynamics that characterized the experience of entering an organization 

as an executive or of having a new executive enter the organization. Each story was laced 

with different elements of emotion from elation to disappointment, happiness and anger, 

drama, shock, and surprise. The interpersonal interactions likewise reflected a range of 

human behavior from cooperation to conflict.  

Extracting quotes devoid of context cannot capture the multifaceted, non-linear, 

and unpredictable nature of executive integration. Therefore, this finding is best 

illustrated by comparing and contrasting the transition experience and different 

integration outcomes of two executive participants (EPs): Gabriela (SI) and Zoe (UI).   

Gabriela (EP-SI) and Zoe (EP-UI) are educated middle-aged Caucasian females with the 

requisite experience and functional expertise to fulfill their role. Both are high performers 

who met, and exceeded, performance expectations as communicated by their hiring 

manager/boss. Both had to relocate to a different state to assume the role. Both entered a 

situation of internal turmoil and dysfunction, and both were tasked with addressing 

organizational issues and needs under an aggressive timeline. In one case, Gabriela 

successfully integrated (SI) into the organization. Zoe, on the other hand, was 

unsuccessful integrating (UI) in the long run. Here are their stories. 

        Example of a successful executive integration. Gabriela (EP-SI) is a seasoned 

professional who was employed as an executive at a university in a different state. She 
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was not actively looking for a new role when “a headhunter had reached out” to her. 

Gabriela had ignored previous invitations by recruiters because she “get(s) multiple of 

these a week”. By happenstance, “this [job opportunity] just happened to fall at a time in 

which I had had an interesting interaction on campus and thought I should at least look to 

see what else was available.” After learning more about the opportunity Gabriela was 

struck at how perfect the role was for her on many levels.   

I didn’t have to find a new position and actually I wasn’t really planning on 

looking for a new position.  This was just one of those strange times. I want to 

step back by also saying this is a really unique position that I ended up falling into 

here in that it’s actually in my hometown. And more important than my 

hometown, like I really had no intention of coming back home, I was perfectly 

fine where I was living, lol. But really for me this was an institutional mission fit 

with my own life mission. And all of my career moves have been about finding 

the right institutional mission that aligns with my own mission and that really is in 

serving community.   

The role and mission alignment were deciding factors for Gabriela and when offered the 

position, she accepted.  

      Pre-Entry. The time between the job offer and assuming the role was “very fast”. 

Gabriela wanted to wrap up her responsibilities at her current employer and she needed to 

move her family. She negotiated with the hiring committee so they wouldn’t inundate her 

with information or tasks prior to her first day. The hiring committee was responsive to 

her request. “They were very respectful, and they did not tap me in advance very much”. 

This allowed her to enter the organization with a “fresh slate” and give all of her attention 
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to the task of assuming the role and integrating into the organization. Gabriela said she 

was told about the challenges in the organization and the difficulty she would face in the 

role prior to accepting the job offer.  

The faculty and staff here are really amazing people, but they were all so really 

honest in the interview process, and I’m very thankful and grateful for them for 

being honest in that interview process, although I almost didn’t take the offer 

because of their honesty, LOLOL (Gabriela, EP-SI).   

Entry.  As a result of the “realistic job preview” Gabriela entered the organization with 

her eyes wide open.  

I walked in understanding that there was a lot of work to do. They didn’t hide it.  

They didn’t hide that there was a lot of work to do, and a lot of that work was 

really on a culture basis, like making people feel appreciated, making people feel 

they have voice (Gabriela, EP-SI). 

Gabriela went on to describe issues and challenges that she was told she would face. She 

knew it wasn’t going to be easy, that there was a lot of work to do. She was also tasked 

with completing a time sensitive project within the first two months. Having a realistic 

picture of the situation helped inform her transition strategy.  

I spent my first 60-days and went out and visited every. single. department.  And I 

sat down with the faculty and staff in every department and I asked them ‘what’s 

a struggle?’, ‘what’s going well?’, ‘what are your hopes and dreams for the future 

of the institution?’ and then I came back and I compiled that together and we had 

a Town Hall and I shared -- you know here’s where the struggles are, here’s the 

great things happening, here’s the dreams and then I found what low-hanging fruit 
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items I could find that had visible impact and I did some of those in the first 120 

days (Gabriela, EP-SI). 

During this time Gabriela was “very intentional” about getting to know people, building 

rapport and relationships. “It is very important to me that I know people’s faces, I know 

their names, when I’m out on campus I address them by name, I mean I think that’s just 

important, right… We are in the relationship business and so from the very top you have 

to model that relationship.” When asked about her leadership style, she acknowledged 

that relationship building “is just a hallmark of my leadership style” but having 

knowledge of the situation beforehand she said, “I was very intentional about [building 

relationships] very quickly”. She added “I spent a lot of time being visible on campus and 

relationship building. I was in back-to-back in meetings all week long for the first six 

months I was here. Why? Because you have to build those relationships.” 

      Even though Gabriela entered the organization with a realistic understanding of 

the situation, she reported that she “was shocked by the level of dysfunction and 

baggage”. There was turnover at the leadership level after she was in her role that she 

described as ultimately “good for campus.” When asked how she held course through all 

the dynamics she shared that “I, 100 percent know – okay, 98 percent know, that I have 

the support of the faculty and the staff of this institution... this is what they asked for and 

this is what they support.”  As for the turnover she responded, “those were some of the 

positions that were creating the turmoil.” She also received positive feedback from 

faculty and staff through emails or being stopped in the parking lot. “Behind the scenes I 

would get an email going ‘thank you’ or ’In case nobody else has told you, this actually 

makes a difference.’  I mean there were a lot of those being done.” 
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      Factors affecting integration. Numerous factors interacted to contribute to 

Gabriela’s successful integration. First of all, serendipity played a role in her being 

receptive to potential job opportunities. Had the interaction she had on campus at her 

previous job not occurred, she may never have looked at the email from the recruiter and 

noticed how perfect the new role was for her. She said she had no reason to, or interest in, 

looking for a different job. Secondly, the industry, role and mission alignment were 

significant and motivating factors for Gabriela leading her to accept the position. Because 

organizational insiders were brutally honest about the situation she would be stepping 

into, she entered with her eyes wide open and was very intentional about assessing the 

situation carefully while building rapport and relationships. Once she completed her 

listening and learning tour, she held a Town Hall to share with everyone, what she had 

learned from them and how she was going to incorporate those learnings into next steps. 

The initial assessment helped her identify the low hanging fruit. Not everyone was happy 

as she implemented changes and turnover occurred as a result. The turnover was good for 

the organization however, as it was the people who were responsible for the 

organizational turmoil and dysfunction in the first place who ended up leaving.   

       The organizational support Gabriela received from the “central office” and 

organizational insiders “really helped”. She received a lot of encouraging feedback from 

faculty and staff telling her that her actions were making a positive difference. In 

addition, Gabriela attributed “a large portion of [her] success” to her administrative 

assistant, “a seasoned professional”, who “has been here for a really long time” with 

whom “we hit it off really well.” Gabriela added that her administrative assistant “is a 
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wealth of institutional knowledge.  It would have been a disaster if she wasn’t 

here…because she knows the processes, she knew everything that’s going on.”  

      Situational and organizational factors interacted with individual factors (i.e., 

Gabriela’s interpersonal and relational skills, her leadership style and thoughtful 

transition) through interpersonal interactions to contribute to a positive integration 

outcome.   

      Example of an unsuccessful executive integration. Zoe (EP-UI) is an 

experienced professional in the HR field with extensive experience working in a global 

technology manufacturing company, including five years as an HR Director. At time of 

hire, she had been working as an independent consultant but was looking to go internal 

again. She was initially referred by a colleague to provide HR consulting services. Zoe’s 

first conversation was with “Brandon”, a co-CEO and “third-generation family member”. 

We spoke about ‘a consulting arrangement of 9-months to a year …to get the HR 

department set up’. He also mentioned numerous issues that were compliance red 

flags to me, so I suggested that it was not a role that could be done remotely via a 

consulting arrangement. They needed a full-time leadership position on staff (Zoe, 

EP-UI).  

The consulting gig evolved into a position for which Zoe “wrote a job description and 

started drafting the HR strategy the company needed”. Zoe applied for the job but said, 

The 2nd Generation would not give the ‘okay’ for them to offer me the job until 

the 3rd Generation demonstrated they had completed their due diligence in looking 

at other candidates for the role. Everything was on hold. After two weeks, 
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Brandon called to say, ‘Nobody really found anyone else to interview so we’ve 

decided it’s okay for you to come on board’ (Zoe, EP-UI). 

Zoe noted their less than enthusiastic response. She said, “I never got the sense that 

anybody was head over heels excited for me to join.  I kind of got this lukewarm 

(response)”.  

     Pre-Entry. Prior to hiring Zoe, the HR function was outsourced. They didn’t offer 

any pre-boarding support, so Zoe initiated a post-hire, pre-entry meeting to discuss the 

role. She drafted her own job description and an offer letter and sent it to them in advance 

of the meeting, along with the draft HR strategy that she developed. Her purpose for 

initiating the meeting was two-fold. First, she wanted to be sure she “was on the same 

page” with Leadership Team; to clarify her role, and their expectations. Secondly, she 

suggested they have dinner together “so that we could get to know each other better and 

connect”. She recounted her experience: 

We had dinner the night I arrived. It was fancier than I expected, but nice – if a 

little awkward. No one seemed to understand the purpose of the dinner…. The 

Conference room was not booked for my visit, so I ended up presenting the 

Vision and Strategy in someone’s office. We brought in chairs. Brandon pressed 

me about accepting a verbal offer. I insisted on a written offer. Brandon replied, 

“We don’t actually do offer letters here. We’ve never done that.” I said that I’d be 

hard-pressed to accept a job in another state without one and reminded him that I 

drafted an offer letter that he could use….  When (finally) presenting me with the 

offer letter, Brandon explained that my title would be “Executive Director” 
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instead of “VP” since they didn’t have Board of Director’s approval to add a VP. 

They made up the “Executive Director” title for me (Zoe, EP-UI). 

Zoe’s start date was within a month, so she went home, packed, and moved across 

country. Nothing further was done to provide support to Zoe before her first day. 

Entry. At 8:00 a.m. on her first day, Zoe met with the co-CEO’s, Brandon and “David” (a 

3rd generation family member), to clarify what they wanted her to focus on. They said 

they’d like her “to assess our leadership and figure out where we are” within 30 days. She 

agreed. “I had a 30-day plan, a 60-day check-in and a 90-day check-in and then at the 

year mark scheduled a year-in-review”, she said.  

Her second day “was the beginning of a three-day retreat with the top two levels of 

management”. There were about 40 people in attendance including 30 store managers, 

merchandizers, and the executive leaders.  

So, I had a chance to meet a whole room of top leadership on my second day and 

somebody asked me, so ‘what is it that you’re going to do?’  And I said, ‘well, 

I’m here to lead human resources and here’s what that means and my immediate 

first tasks are to do blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah’. I looked at Brandon to 

validate that I was saying exactly what he and I had spoken about. He just sat 

back and was like ‘yeah, well that’s more information than, you know, I would 

have liked for you to say but that’s factually true.’  Okay.  Right.  So, my first 

introduction to – in the absence of any clear direction from him, he’ll tell me 

when I’ve got it wrong, but he’s not going to tell me how to do it right.  So, I go 

okay, so that’s how this culture works.  Got it! (Zoe, EP-UI). 
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Later that same day, Zoe is looking at her email and notices she is copied on an email 

thread with all the third-generation family members included.  She said, 

Bruce, one of the second-generation family members, is angry that I’ve been hired 

at $200,000 a year and his daughters deserve a raise because I’m getting paid 

$200,000 a year.  Now, at this point I don’t even know who his daughters are, 

right? (The) long and short of it is, (his daughters) basically shared a role, like 

they don’t really do anything, they’re only working in the family business like 

part-time and they already got paid more than me (Zoe, EP-UI). 

Later that evening at dinner, Zoe was talking with another family member, and she asked 

how employees get trained. April, another 3rd generation family member, “starts getting 

really snippy with me”. The following day April pulls Zoe aside and asks if Zoe noticed 

that she “just stopped talking to (her) last night at dinner?”. It turned out that April was 

“mad because she was the training director, which I didn’t know, and me asking 

questions and being curious she interpreted as being critical”.  

      These early interactions characterized most of Zoe’s experiences throughout her 

time at the company. She shared, “in those first few days I was holding a combination of 

what the hell did I just get myself into?  Did I make the wrong decision?  Was I too 

hasty?  And simultaneously (in speaking to herself), ‘Zoe, you’ve got to make this 

work’”. Moving back home, across country, wasn’t an option. Zoe tried to navigate the 

family dynamic as best as she could, and she unsuccessfully tried to extend an “olive 

branch” to April who rebuffed her.  

      Zoe did what she knew how to do. She hunkered down to focus her energy on 

building her team and fixing the HR issues that plagued the organization. She worked 
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non-stop, 12-hour days, six days a week and was often the last person to leave the office. 

Much to the surprise of leadership, Zoe met every performance deliverable that she and 

Brandon had agreed to and frequently ahead of schedule.  

      Although Zoe was primarily task focused, she “built a really tight-knit” team and 

had formed work friendships with two other company leaders, both of whom were not 

family members. She shared, 

In hindsight, what I didn’t realize was in a family business to truly be connected, 

when there’s a funeral …you go to the funeral, when there’s a wedding that 

you’re invited to you go to the wedding. If there’s a company picnic, it doesn’t 

matter that you’re on a fast or that there’s literally not a single thing that you can 

eat at that picnic, …you go to the god damned picnic (Zoe, EP-UI). 

After about 20 months in her role, Zoe was called in to meet with the co-CEO’s.  

I thought we were going to talk about one thing, but instead what they said was, ‘well 

we’re not making you a VP after all’, ‘all this time we’ve been promising that you’d get 

the VP title but we’re not going to make you a VP and here’s why’. And they just let 

loose with this litany of things that I’d done wrong. ‘You didn’t go to the company 

picnic, you’re not available for (April), you made this decision, you know… (Zoe, EP-

UI). 

      Factors affecting integration. Situational, contextual, organizational, and 

individual factors interacted to impede Zoe’s integration into the organization. To begin 

with, Zoe explained “I wanted a job, they needed somebody to fill that role, so we were 

all just kind of like okay, here’s this arranged marriage we’ll figure out how to make it 

work”. Even though leadership told her that there were serious HR issues that needed to 
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be fixed, no one mentioned, nor did she inquire, as to the organizational structure or 

dynamics. As a result of not having insider information, Zoe inadvertently “stepped into 

it” with a family member on her third day. This triggered the beginning of a vicious cycle 

between Zoe and April.   

      Zoe’s previous experience had largely been with a company in the tech industry 

which placed high value on productivity. It was a place where co-workers treated one 

another professionally but did not form friendships that extended beyond the workday. In 

contrast, the company she joined was a multi-generational family-owned retail business 

with little separation between work relationships and social ones. As she put it, I was a 

“square peg in a round hole from a culture perspective”. Zoe’s personality and style 

tended to be high achieving and task focused. Her default style is to power through 

especially under stress. The more Zoe powered through and missed social opportunities; 

the more family members became dissatisfied. Zoe was not completely isolated. She had 

the team she built and a few non-family leaders who were supportive; but they were not 

the influential supporters she needed.  

     Examples compared and contrasted. The commonalities between Zoe (EP-UI) 

and Gabriela (EP-SI) were many (See Table 9.). They are both highly competent mid-

career professionals who met performance expectations. Zoe continuously exceeded hers. 

Prior to being hired, they were each told that there were issues in the organization. 

Gabriela was given a realistic view of the situation, whereas Zoe was not. The level of 

organizational complexity Zoe encountered was far greater. She joined a multi-generation 

family-run, publicly traded, multi-retail site organization that had intense power struggles 
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and conflicting interests. Gabriela held the top role on campus and was the chief decision 

maker, Zoe did not.  

      Gabriela (EP-SI) had the benefit of a supportive boss and “central office” who 

were excited to have her join the organization. In contrast, Zoe (EP-UI) received a 

lukewarm reception and lacked the support from her superiors. Stylistically, Gabriela and 

Zoe differed. Gabriela is relationship focused whereas Zoe tends to be more task focused. 

That is not to say that Zoe didn’t work to develop relationships because she did. 

However, Gabriela prioritized meeting with people, listening and learning from others, 

before acting, Zoe, on the other hand, developed and implemented her strategy without 

first seeking input from organizational insiders. As each executive made changes and 

addressed issues, Gabriela was met with a mostly supportive reaction from organizational 

insiders. Her administrative assistant was invaluable for giving Gabriela the insider scoop 

and keeping her informed of the “rumor mill” which allowed Gabriela to calibrate her 

approach. Other faculty and staff gave her positive feedback about the difference she was 

making.  Not everyone was happy but there was enough support to encourage Gabriela to 

persist in the face to adversity. Zoe tried to build relationships with leadership. However, 

she encountered a lukewarm response and strong negative reactions in two different 

situations with family members (Bruce and April). Zoe was able to build a supportive HR 

team and had the support of two non-family member leaders. Unfortunately for Zoe, 

those leaders were not the power holders in the organization. Instead of support from the 

power holders (i.e., family members), Zoe encountered resistance and resentment.  

     Both examples illustrate the complexity inherent with executive integration. The 

interaction of factors played out through interpersonal interactions to produce two 
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different integration outcomes.  In Gabriela’s case, the factors interacted to create 

virtuous cycles. She received positive feedback regarding her actions which in turn 

reinforced her to keep going. In Zoe’s case, the factors created a vicious cycle (Figure 7 

depicts the vicious cycle between Zoe and the 3rd generation family members). She 

unintentionally contributed to the dynamic. In her own words, 

The more I focused on getting to Point B, the less patience I had for difficult 

relationships. The less patience I had for "incompetent 3rd Generation members", 

the more the system pushed back with ostracism and dysfunction, which created 

more internal stress for me. The more internal stress I felt, the harder I tried to get 

to Point B (i.e., delivering results at any cost) and the cycle started again (Zoe, 

EP-UI).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Depiction of a vicious cycle between the new executive and organizational 

insiders. Starting at the top and moving clockwise, the more Zoe focused on getting 

to point B, the less patience she had for the family members, the more ostracized she 

became which exacerbated her stress and increased her focus on getting to point B.  
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These two examples illuminate the complexity that occurs the interaction between factors 

to affect integration outcomes (see Table 9 for a comparison).  

Table 9 

Comparison of integration factors between two executives. 

FACTORS 
The following were self-reported. 

Gabriela  
(EP-SI) 

Zoe  
(EP-UI) 

General Characteristics   
Gender Female Female 
Age 40’s 40’s 
Education Ph.D. M.A. 
Functional Expertise Yes Yes 
Requisite Experience Yes Yes 
Met Performance Expectations Yes Exceeded 
Situational Characteristics   
Organizational Turmoil Yes Yes 
Time from Job Offer to In-Role 2 months 1 month 
Performance Pressures  Yes Yes 
Had to relocate Yes Yes 
Experienced Surprise Yes Yes 
Organizational Factors   
Clear job description Yes No 
Strategic Mandate Yes Yes 
Realistic Job Preview Yes No 
Structured Pre-Boarding No No 
Structured Onboarding No No 
Supportive Boss Yes No 
Supportive Insiders Mixed w/ a lot of support Mixed w/ little support 
Guide on the Inside Yes No 
Individual Factors   
Motivational Factors Role/Mission alignment Needed a job 
Experienced in Executive Transitions Yes No 
Leadership Style Relationship Focused Task Focused 
Action Orientation Slow to act Quick to act 
Interaction between Factors   
Job Fit Yes Yes 
Industry Fit Yes No 
Mission Fit Yes Unknown 
Culture Fit Yes No 
Dynamic (Virtuous or Vicious Cycle) Virtuous Vicious 
Interpersonal Interactions with 
Influential Stakeholders Over Time 

Positive  Perplexing  

Relationships with Influential 
Stakeholders (i.e., decision makers) 

Positive Negative 
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Note. Gabriela is an example of an executive participant (EP) who experienced a 

successful integration (SI) whereas Zoe is an example of an executive participant (EP) 

who experienced unsuccessful integration (UI).  

Organizational factors and processes. An overarching finding of this study is 

that executives who were successful integrating into the organization were considered a 

good organizational culture-fit. In addition, these executives spent time listening and 

learning before taking action and they prioritized relationship building early in the 

process. The opposite pattern occurred with executives who did not integrate 

successfully. Organizational factors and processes, prior to, and during organizational 

entry were found to affect those themes and will be covered in this section. In particular, 

executive selection was found to have a considerable effect on person-culture fit. 

Additionally, organizational practices such as providing realistic job previews, structured 

learning and fostering connections were found to impact integration indirectly via the 

new executive. Lastly, throughout the interviews, participants described different ways in 

which the organizational history, culture and conditions, and organizational insiders 

interacted to affect organizational practices and integration outcomes. Figure 8 shows the 

connection between organizational factors and processes and executive integration 

outcomes.  
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Figure 8. Organizational factors and processes shown to affect culture fit and executive 

integration outcomes. 

Given that what happens prior to the executive’s first day on the job affects 

integration outcomes the following sections will be organized by Pre-Entry Practices and 

Post-Entry Practices (see Figure 9). In Figure 9, preentry practices are separated by those 

that occur pre-hire (e.g., executive selection, realistic job previews, and clarifying 

expectations) and those that occur post-hire but prior to the executive’s first day on the 

job (e.g., initiating learning and fostering connections).  Post-entry practices are those 

that begin on the executive’s first day and continue for three to six months or more.  
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   Preentry Practices. The findings show that executive selection, providing realistic 

job previews (RJP), clarifying expectations, and providing preentry support in the form of 

initiating learning and support, and fostering connections can affect executive integration 

outcomes down the line.   

Executive selection. When participants were asked to reflect on their experiences 

and identify what factors, alone or together, affected integration every Organizational 

Insider Participants (OIP) identified executive selection as one of the top factors. Seven 

of the 10 OIPs identified executive selection as the number one factor affecting 

integration. According to Debrah (OIP), “a successful integration is first off, a true 

selection process”. Others made similar statements. “ To me the proper time and 

diligence of selection before you get to onboarding, because if you don’t do that right, 

onboarding is not going to matter” (Susan, OIP). “I think the selection process is 

probably the most important” (Jon, OIP). 

Executive Selection  Preentry Support  Structured 
learning/support 

 
Fostering connections 

 

- Job analysis 
- Selection practices 
- People involved in 

selection 

  - Initiate learning 
/support 

- Fostering 
connections 

 

Realistic Job Preview 
(RJP) 

 

    

 

Clarifying expectations    Ongoing clarification 

Figure 9. Organizational pre-entry and post-entry practices found to affect integration 

outcomes. 

Preentry Practices Post-Entry Practices 

Pre-hire practices Post-hire practices 
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Executive selection is the first place where candidates are screened for having the 

requisite experience, KSA’s, and for culture fit. The OIPs identified what they considered 

to be effective executive selection practices - practices designed to find a candidate who 

has the needed expertise and experience and who would be a good cultural fit. Those 

practices include: 1) Job analysis, 2) selection practices, and 3) the people involved in 

making the selection.  

      Job analysis. Getting crystal clear on what the organization needs and what the 

role entails were the first steps identified in getting the selection right. According to 

Susan (OIP), an experienced CHRO, you have to take a “step back and look”; and start 

with “an ‘assessment’ of what is needed in the role. What is needed in the role goes 

beyond knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) (Susan, OIP). “You also have to consider 

that the role is not in isolation. How will it fit with the dynamics of the culture, of their 

peer set, their own team?  You have to look at all factors when you’re assessing the needs 

of the role” (Audrey, OIP). “From the very beginning [you have] to be really crystal clear 

on what you want and need” (Sophia, OIP). 

       The output of the job analysis is a set of criteria used for recruitment and 

selection. Developing the criteria for selection is a critical step in eventually hiring 

someone who will be successful in the role. The criteria are typically incorporated into a 

candidate profile to be used during the search, selection, and hiring process. “Coming up 

with the right candidate profile and scorecard will be a result of codifying what that 

strategic objective is or what it isn’t” (Susan, OIP). “Where we’ve found the most success 

is defining exactly what we’re looking for” (Ben, OIP). Other organizational insider 
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participants (OIP) agreed. “If you’re not clear about what you want and who you want, 

your chance of getting it right is almost impossible” (Noah, OIP). 

 With respect to a new position it’s, you know, kind of the simplest and the 

hardest and that is ‘what do you want this person to do?’ What skills, qualities, 

competencies, personal characteristics are you looking for in this candidate?  

(Lee, OIP) 

      Beyond the technical expertise and experience needed for the role, the findings 

reveal that the selection criteria should include person-organization compatibility and 

culture fit.  “If they’re not a good fit in your business culture it’s just going to be a failure 

because you’re just going to be at odds with everyone and, you know, not kind of jive 

together” (Ben, OIP). In all the recent examples shared by the participants, those who 

failed to integrate were not a culture fit, whereas those who successfully integrated were 

a culture fit (see Table 9). “As you know the failure rate of senior executives is pretty 

high when you recruit externally, and it’s usually about the culture” (Lee, OIP). 

      Although the OIPs identified the importance of strong selection practices, four of 

the Executive Participants (EP) who failed to integrate entered roles that were not fully 

developed or were ill-defined. In one case, Scott (EP-UI) was hired to be the new CHRO. 

CHRO’s have broad responsibilities and the role can be carried out strategically or as a 

compliance function. The leaders who hired him knew they weren’t satisfied with the 

previous CHRO, and they wanted Scott to move quickly and professionalize the HR 

function. They did not understand the full scope of the role or its potential implications 

for them. Nor did they consider how Scott would fit with the organizational culture which 

was slow moving. Scott moved quickly and started implementing initiatives which 
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required everyone else to make changes as a result. He parted ways with the organization 

six months later due to lack of culture fit. Had the leaders carefully considered the needs 

of the organization and assessed for cultural fit they probably wouldn’t have hired Scott 

in the first place. Zoe (EP-UI) experienced a similar situation.  The company didn’t even 

have a job description for her let alone consider fit. “This is a company that didn’t know 

what they didn’t know” (Zoe, EP-UI).  

      Selection practices. There were some standard selection practices found across 

most of the organizations that the study participants represented. The practices that were 

identified as most effective were interviewing, the use of assessments, informal social 

gatherings, people involved in the selection, and providing realistic job previews.  Seven 

of the ten OIP used executive search firms and three of the EP’s were recruited to their 

position through a search firm. “Engaging with an executive search firm, is typical.  I 

think at the executive level we would go to a search firm probably before we would use 

an internal team” (Audrey, OIP).  

      According to the participants, candidates are typically screened against selection 

criteria and the top candidates brought in for interviews. Conducting two or more 

interviews before making the decision to hire was standard. In Sam’s case, she reported 

“I had my first HR call at the end of March and then I interviewed there like every three 

weeks through the beginning of September. I mean it was the longest interview process” 

(Sam, EP-SI).  The OIPs described behavior-based interviewing as an effective 

interviewing technique.  

We put together the KPIs/metrics that were most important and that was part of 

our interviewing questions. We find that by being very specific in our questions, 
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in terms of exactly what we’re looking for, and asking questions that are very 

focused and direct based on that, we’re getting a better type of person. Because 

there’s none of this vagueness, of ‘Well they said they kind of can do it, but we 

weren’t really sure. We’re going to hire them anyway and just hope’. It’s now 

like, ‘No, this is what we asked them, specifically about this, this is how they 

answered that, that’s exactly what we were expecting them to answer and that’s 

more in line with what we want’ (Ben, OI). 

      In addition to interviewing, seven of the organizational insider participants (OIP) 

said they use assessments as part of the selection process. The assessments predominantly 

look at personality and assess for culture fit. One organization sent their top candidates 

through an extensive assessment process that involved spending time with psychologists. 

Interestingly, of the eight executive participants (EP), only one said she had an 

assessment as part of the selection process.  

      Having social time with the candidate before making the offer was identified as 

an important part of selection for better understanding if the candidate would be a good 

fit, and to continue building rapport. “The last step is spending time with them outside of 

the interview so like we’ll go to dinner or try to like, understand how they are personally, 

to see if we even mesh” (Ben, OIP). 

Once you get the feedback from the assessment, I usually suggest that the CEO 

and that person have dinner, have lunch, get together you know over a cup of 

coffee or a glass of wine. Something, in a more casual setting where they can get 

to know one another better… It turns out to be just a confirming conversation that 

establishes the go-forward relationship, because during the assessment process 
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everybody’s guard is up. No matter how you try to disarm, your guard is up a 

certain percent because you’re auditioning.  [The informal social time] begins to 

build the springboard for the relationship post hire (Lee, OIP).  

People involved in the selection process. The findings show that who is involved in the 

selection and hiring process makes a difference for executive success down the line. In 

describing a poor executive selection, Renata (OIP), said the Board of Directors 

revamped the job description and hired someone that they thought would be better for the 

organization. They made selection and hiring decisions in isolation without much input 

even from the departing leader. “The board should have engaged the staff a little more 

into understanding the real scope of work of the executive director and the real scope of 

the work of the agency, because I think they are a little naïve in what really happens here 

(Renata, OIP). Debrah (OIP) shared a similar story. The company she worked for was 

privately owned and the owners were not familiar with the daily activities, challenges, 

and culture of the organization but made selection decisions without any input from the 

senior leaders.   

Involving the senior leadership team in a meaningful way, turned out to be an 

important selection practice, especially when it involved the hiring of the chief 

executive officer. “What I have found is the receptivity goes down if the 

executive team is not included in the selection” (Susan, OIP). Members of the 

executive team are in the trenches every day and are best able to assess if the 

candidate would be a good culture fit and if the candidate is someone, they could 

see themselves working with. “Where things get lost is because you’re not having 
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the people who are going to report to that new CEO as part of the hiring process” 

(Debrah, OIP). 

     It’s important that at least there’s a meet and greet [with the leadership team], 

you know, and then I have to be super clear upfront about kind of who the 

decisionmaker is so that there’s not confusion about why you might be in the 

interview loop, because if you think you’re a decisionmaker and we end up hiring 

somebody you don’t think we should have hired …kind of a problem. And it’s 

sort of interesting because the last executive we hired was our CEO last year and 

so our board of directors, our chairman of the board at the time really was the 

hiring manager, if you will, and we got to a point where he kind of said ‘this is the 

person’. And the two people that said, ‘no go’, interestingly, aren’t here anymore 

(Susan, OIP). 

       Realistic job previews. Realistic job previews (RJP) is another organizational 

practice that was found to be effective in helping candidates have a realistic 

understanding of the organizational conditions, culture, and dynamics.  Individuals accept 

positions with a set of preconceived ideas and expectations and can find themselves 

surprised to discover a very different reality if they are not informed ahead of time. 

Depending on the nature of the surprise and the magnitude of the surprise, it can have a 

negative effect on the new leader as s/he tries to orient themselves while learning a new 

role. When asked what might hinder new leader integration, Susan (OIP) responded “Any 

kind of surprise. I just don’t want anyone surprised”. She went on to add “if something 

isn’t working well the first day or first week, we [the organization] didn’t do something 

that we were supposed to” (Susan, OIP).  Others agreed. 
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Whatever your expectation is, it’s going to affect you in some way you know. I’ve 

gone into places earlier in my career when I didn’t know any better and I didn’t 

understand things. I made assumptions like ‘I’m going to be a director and that 

means I’m going to have an office. It means I’m going to have this and I’m going 

to have that because at the company I had been with, that’s what a director did’. 

And I went to this company, and it was a brand new open floorplan, it was when 

they were launching them, and all of a sudden it was like ‘oh, I don’t get an 

office?’ (Nova, EP-SI). 

     [The company hired a] chief digital officer and the person knew two months in 

that they were not going to be able to work effectively with the team and in the 

environment. [They] left after having been with the company seven months. It 

was a significant loss. They were a highly skilled person, who I have this 

tremendous amount of respect for, but at the same time, you have to be super 

honest about ‘Here are some challenges’ without speaking poorly of the 

organization, you know, putting the organization in the best light, but also being 

honest about where you are so that you don’t find someone who finds themselves 

feeling like they were sold a bill of goods and leaves or worse just falters from the 

beginning (Lee, OIP). 

     [The new executive] intimated to the management team that she didn’t feel 

like [the Board] fully disclosed all of the challenges that the agency was 

experiencing at that time and continuing to experience. She has actually said since 

then ‘I had no idea that this was what I was looking at’…. Or she’ll say things like 

‘well, they left that part out’ (Renata, OIP).  
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Executives interviewed for this study had varied experiences. Some received a 

RJP and others did not. Five of the eight executives interviewed said they were surprised 

at what they discovered when they started their new role. “Oh, they totally lied, lololol” 

said Sam (EP-SI) when asked about her experience as an executive.  Two executives, 

who were not successful integrating into their organization, found themselves shocked at 

the situation. Walt (EP-UI) recounted his experience of accepting a position with an 

organization that had a stellar reputation both regionally and nationally. He was very 

excited at the prospect of joining them. He went to his first interview. 

The day after the interview, I get a call back ‘would you please provide us 

references?’ Which I did. And then it got even more interesting.  I got a second 

call back and they said ‘Can you provide us references specific to your financial 

acumen? People who can tell us whether you’re good at finances?’  And I didn’t 

quite pay attention to it because I was so enamored with the potential – to [join 

this organization], but really it fired the red flag: Why do they need, suddenly, a 

second round of references?  (Walt, EP-UI). 

Walt goes on to share some background on the situation and describes his first day. 

So, I literally walked through the door for the first time and had my first meeting 

with the [chief] administrator and the [chief] administrator said ‘so we have a 

nine-million dollar shortfall, and we expect you to fix it within the next nine 

months’….  This entire department that from the outside looked very good turned 

out to be in crisis internally -- you know at $9 million, you’re looking at 90 

people walking out the door…. It was very interesting. Literally, I felt I had 

walked into the twilight zone (Walt, EP-UI).   
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Zoe’s (EP-UI) entire experience could be characterized by surprise. She had never 

worked in a family-owned company and discovered herself inadvertently in the middle of 

family dynamics and power struggles. “I thought I knew what I was entering.  I had no 

clue!”, she exclaimed. Zoe was reprimanded for not helping April, a third-generation 

family member, do basic tasks. 

How do you call an executive on the carpet for not helping somebody who is 

quote/unquote ‘a director’ in the organization, who should be capable of writing a 

god damned email?  I mean like literally!  Serious – I mean it was like I was 

taking crazy pills (Zoe, EP-UI). 

Roan described a situation of a failed integration where “Theodore”, their newly hired 

Chief Marketing Officer (CMO), was surprised to discover he wasn’t part of the 

leadership team.   

It was the first time that he was not involved, he was not considered part of the 

exec team and in those meetings, and he really felt like he should be there….  I 

think he joined with the expectation that he would be [part of the team], was 

surprised to not be, and then was surprised to not ever be let in” (Roan, OIP).    

In another failed integration example, the executive, “Lydia”, started at the beginning of 

the two busiest weeks for the organization. They had three big events planned, and it was 

customary for everyone to work together to make the event a success.  

I don’t believe [Lydia] really got a lot of substantive information about how the 

organization runs, what it looks like, the day-to-day routine, things like that 

because it was at a time that is traditionally very chaotic and unusual.  It’s just a 

different dynamic during that week.  On that Friday we had our largest event with 
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our biggest donor group. Our role at that event is not to be guests at the dinner but 

rather to be behind the scenes. I was the emcee at the event, and she was already 

very put-off that she didn’t have a VIP table. She wasn’t at the head table and 

thought it was very inappropriate that she wasn’t being positioned with that group 

in the way that she felt was in line with her new position. So, it got started off a 

little rough in that she didn’t feel well-recognized at that first event (Renata, OIP).   

Two executives shared that they received information about internal conditions and on 

what the job and role would really be (i.e., a realistic job preview). For Gabriella, the 

staff did such a great job describing the turmoil that she almost didn’t accept the position. 

Even so, she still found herself surprised.  

I knew there had been some dysfunction.  I knew folks were carrying some 

baggage.  I think I was shocked by the level of dysfunction and baggage…. At 

some level, you know to be the senior leader, you are there to be the cheerleader.  

I am still amazed by the level of cheerleading that has to be done (Gabriela, EP-

SI). 

Nova (EP-SI) on the other hand, was pleasantly surprised.  

They really did a very good job of laying out what the expectations were, and 

laying out what the needs were, you know, laying out what the experience was 

probably going to be like. I’m happy to report no surprises…. It’s unusual and I 

[am] very pleased to see that.  It’s kind of like I was pinching myself: ‘How did I 

finally not only get a great job, but it’s actually living up to expectations!!?’  

That’s kind of amazing (Nova, EP-SI). 
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When incoming leaders are provided a RJP it helps them decide whether or not the job is 

a good fit for them. RJP’s give candidates an opportunity to self-select out based on the 

information shared. And if they choose to accept the job offer, the RJP helps them to 

adjust their expectations, adjust their entry approach, and be ready to hit the ground 

running. In Gabriela’s example, she adjusted her transition approach based on the 

information she was given beforehand. Because she knew how fragile employees were, 

and that there was a lack of trust in leadership, Gabriela chose to take time to listen to 

employees and learn about the culture and organizational dynamics prior to taking action.  

        Clarifying role and performance expectations. In addition to executive selection 

and providing realistic job previews (RJP), the findings point to another area where 

organization practices facilitate or hinder integration: clarifying role and performance 

expectations.  

[We need] better defined roles and expectations earlier… people think ‘well if it’s 

a high enough level and we pay them enough they can just do that’ and there are 

some people who are successful in doing that, but it’s not, certainly not across the 

board. (Roan, OIP). 

     We’ve hired executives in the past that have not worked out and part of it is 

due to not vetting them properly, not making sure they were the right fit for the 

job we actually needed and then not having a clear structured plan of like what 

our expectations are -- you know 30/60/90 days of their initial employment (Ben, 

OIP).   

     When you think about the role, clarity of roles; so, what is it that [the executive 

is] being tasked to do?  What is that strategic intent?  How far off is that from 
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where the organization is currently?  You have to think about the change 

associated with that. Is the executive being brought in to turn around something, 

in high growth?  Whatever the case might be, you have to understand the current 

state and the future state and being really clear about what success looks like 

(Audrey, OIP). 

Most of the participants stated that newly hired executives were given a general idea of 

their strategic mandate during the selection and hiring process. The strategic mandates 

included things like professionalize HR, fix the crisis, grow our brand, grow the business, 

increase revenue, set up an online learning platform, and so on. Some organizational 

leaders were very specific in articulating the performance objectives for new leaders.  

The big performance objective is the strategic and financial plan.  They said – you 

know, ‘You got your 90-day plan, but we’ve got this board meeting that we’re 

looking at, with a May timeframe that we want you to be ready for. Because this 

is a strategic focus that the board has directed us as leadership to make a priority. 

And we brought in an executive leader, that is, you, to do that. And they’re 

expecting a plan and a future strategic direction at that board meeting and we 

want capital associated to it. We want operating associated to it. We want the 

KPIs associated to it’ - - you know, so it’s a pretty substantial lift for someone 

who’s new to the organization, who doesn’t have a team, and who doesn’t know 

the markets (Anthony, EP-SI).  

     [I was told that my objectives were to] grow online learning and expand on the 

learning design framework, the academic framework that underpins how we 

designed and developed online learning... but the real one [was] to bring a 
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portfolio of 18 campus programs online. And so, my role would be to; one, bring 

on the team of learning designers, content producers, developers, program 

managers, project managers to manage and deliver on that project and upscale and 

train staff as well, so to create the induction program to train staff to do that 

project (Idris, EP-UI).  

In several instances, what was communicated to the executive as their strategic mandate 

or performance expectations didn’t match reality once the executive was in the role.  

Recalling her experience at a previous company, Nova (EP-SI) said:       

They definitely weren’t clear. You know, they laid out expectations but then when 

people came in, the expectations that were explained to them had nothing to do 

with the actual job that was expected of them.  So, then they failed, because they 

were trying to do what they thought was this lofty goal and then when they got in 

there it had nothing to do with it (Nova, EP, describing a previous work 

experience). 

In Scott’s case he was hired to transform the HR department. The organizational leaders 

explicitly told him they hired him to move quickly, but when he did, they realized that 

wasn’t really what they wanted. They weren’t ready for the rapid changes Scott was 

implementing.  

      It was found that clarifying expectations is most effective when it begins prior to 

the executive’s first day on the job (i.e., pre-entry) and continues after in an ongoing 

fashion.  

      Pre-Entry Support. According to the study participants a valuable practice is to 

help executives get a jump start learning and making connections before their first day in 
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what the literature refers to as pre-boarding. Pre-boarding, which can take on different 

forms, typically involves providing access to key organizational information prior to the 

start date and making initial introductions to begin fostering connections.   

So, a couple things that they did that were helpful.  In that time of me accepting 

the offer and then ultimately starting, we made another trip up to [the State 

of_______] as a family to bring all my kids as well. When I was up there, the 

executive who recruited me, he wanted to meet for an hour and at that time he 

handed me a laptop and then said okay, here’s your company laptop, this will get 

you at least started on email and we can start communicating and we’ve 

downloaded some files and some things that will give you a lot of background 

information that you can just read over. Then when you can, start asking 

questions about anything that you’ve read and that will at least give you 

something to start with on day one. I found it helpful (Anthony, EP-SI). 

[After we’ve signed the employment contract] I become their best friend, 

honestly. You know, I’m their main point of contact so it kind of moves from the 

recruiter to me and it just depends, you know, if they’re moving it becomes a lot 

about helping them do that.  We send a what-to-expect-on-your-first-day email, 

what to bring….  Something else I usually do is connect them with their most 

senior people over email, like I’ll make an introduction -- you know usually 

suggest that they connect with each other on LinkedIn but I’ll also make an email 

introduction so that they know who their most senior direct reports are and then I 

let them take that from there (Susan, OIP). 
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It’s really important once they make the acceptance, it’s just everything 

that you can do to get them ready to be prepared for their first day.  So that could 

involve sending them materials in advance to look over. Making sure that they’re 

connecting with the person that they’ll be reporting to and having that personal 

touch is really important. Making sure that they understand all of the benefits and 

things like that so that they can come in and just hit the ground running. If they’ve 

gone through assessments during the selection process, I think that’s a really great 

opportunity to carry that forward with their onboarding and a development plan 

for how they will successfully integrate.  So at [Name of Company] as an 

example, we have an executive development group on my team. I would have the 

person leading that, making sure they’re connecting with the respective parts of 

the business go through their Hogan’s or whatever their assessments might be to 

say ‘Oh, here’s some things that we gleaned from the report, you may want to 

consider this as you plan their onboarding.’  ‘Here’s some things that appear to be 

strengths and great matches’, ‘Here’s some things that you know we might want 

to watch out for’. Building a really clear onboarding and integration plan is also 

very key (Audrey, OIP).   

The participants said it was important to strike a balance between giving the incoming 

executive information, making introductions, and scheduling meetings before their first 

day because it can be overwhelming, especially if the executive has to relocate. “It’s easy 

to overbook them too and so we don’t want to do that” (Jon, OIP). 

      Anthony, an executive participant (EP) who successfully integrated (SI), received 

a lot of preentry support.  
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They kept sending me information.  They started including me on emails, they 

started putting me on appointments…  and when they would reference somebody 

in an email, you know, ‘He’s starting on this date, he’s copied on email’, it 

immediately connected me with folks…. In some ways it was overwhelming 

because I’m trying to sell a house, move and buy a house, but at the same time it 

was helpful because it just facilitated those lines of communication (Anthony, EP-

SI).   

All of the OIPs emphasized the importance of pre-boarding. Seven of the ten had fairly 

robust pre-boarding strategies and described pre-boarding as beneficial in helping new 

leaders begin to come up to speed and as a means to make preliminary introductions and 

help leaders begin to form connections with their peers and key insiders. The other three 

OIPs shared that, in their experience, pre-boarding was informal and/or insufficient 

which affected integration success.  

I think the lack of a really good transition plan, and the lack of a really good 

preboarding and onboarding process that included orientation to the agency and 

also orientation to the culture negatively impacted [the situation] and brought us 

to where we are today (Renata, OIP, describing a failed integration).   

Although all of the OIPs stated preentry support in the form of pre-boarding was 

valuable, the executives who participated in this study reported varied experiences. 

Anthony was the only EP who had a thorough pre-boarding experience. When asked if 

anything was done to help facilitate learning and relationships Idris laughed. “No, lolol. 

No” (Idris, EP-UI). Preentry support was non-existent for Zoe and Idris, and informal for 

Sam and Nova. Walt’s preentry experience was confounding.  
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[Pre-boarding] consisted of the acting director giving me updates, asking for my 

opinion and every time I gave her my opinion, she got very upset.  And I was sort 

of going in blind…literally (Walt, EP-UI).  

When asked how he knew she was upset Walt responded, “She cried on the phone”.   

Post-Entry Practices. Post entry practices, referred to as onboarding in the 

literature and by the OIPs, begin on the executive’s first day and continue for a period of 

time (e.g., 1 month to a year). Participants indicated that onboarding is helpful in 

facilitating new leader integration. The purpose of onboarding is to ensure the new leader 

has all the information and critical connections that will enable them to come up to speed 

quickly. The findings show that onboarding practices that provide new leaders access to 

information and cultural insights, give them time to listen and learn, foster connections, 

and provide ongoing clarification and support are the most helpful. When executives 

don’t receive this kind of onboarding support it makes it much more challenging to hit 

the ground running. When asked whether she received any type of onboarding support, 

Zoe replied:  

Nothing.  And yes, I mean like, seriously, they had an office cleaned out for me, 

so I had an office. I had a phone, business cards were on order, and I had a name 

badge on day one …that was it. It took me several weeks to realize that I was not 

included on a number of list serves from the company that ran retail HR… and it 

was two months before I was even introduced to the monthly meeting where I 

would be with all of my peers….  so I was literally flying blind (Zoe, EP-UI).  

Others didn’t receive much in the way of onboarding either. Walt 

encountered a shroud of secrecy. Critical information was kept from him, and he 
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later discovered that employees were lying to him. “The leaders in the 

organization need to welcome the new person by being transparent.  And from the 

first day on that was not happening” (Walt, EP-UI).  

      Idris (EP-UI) received an orientation but little else. Her first task was to build her 

team from scratch. “The real initial need was the fact that there were only three or four 

people on the team, and I had the scope to hire another 17 people” (Idris, EP-UI). She 

goes on to say that the HR support person who was supposed to be helping her navigate 

the University’s HR system to recruit and hire for the 17 positions, was pulled away “to 

the central office” leaving her alone to figure it out on her own and do all the 

administrative tasks associated with bringing on new employees. Gabriela received some 

lunch invitations and a reception but no formal onboarding.  

There really was no formal onboarding per se. There were the typical lunches, 

everybody invites you to lunch the first couple weeks, and there was the 

community reception, but in terms of formal onboarding…no (Gabriela, EP-SI). 

In each of the cases, not having the initial support or access to the right resources meant 

that the executives lost valuable learning time while trying to figure things out on their 

own. Comparatively, the executives who did receive onboarding and support found it 

very helpful.  

Yes, you know like culturally they were very, very, very good about any nuance 

they think I might need to know.  As a company they’re amazing.  They do a 

phenomenal job of onboarding people and really bringing you into the culture…. 

As part of my Welcome Package, I got tons and tons and tons of documentation.  

A lot of it was things about just the rules and regulations, like your normal 
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handbook, but also there was also a lot of really great content about the brand and 

about the history of the brand and you know just things that you might want to 

know and even the simple things that a lot of companies overlook like you’re in 

the city and here’s where you can get lunch (Nova, EP-SI). 

As for the OIPs in this study, they all agreed that onboarding is valuable for 

helping new leaders integrate. They differed, however, in the degree to which they 

thought a formal onboarding approach was essential for integration, and in the degree to 

which they structured onboarding activities.  

Sure, it’s important to onboard them well, and it’s important to give them the right 

level of support, I would say, but I think we have to have that right person, 

number one (Jon, OIP). 

The organizational insider participants (OIP) who had recent experiences with failed 

leader integrations seemed to place a greater emphasis on the importance of onboarding. 

Renata (OIP) recounted a very negative experience with the failed integration of a new 

Executive Director. “If we go all the way back to the [beginning], the big piece is that she 

wasn’t properly preboarded or onboarded, maybe not even properly screened” (Renata, 

OIP). Others drew similar conclusions.  

I think one of the reasons the failure rate is so high is that the stakes are so high, 

and the investment is really big. What I hear on the business side is, you know, 

‘We’ve hired someone who has the experience, knows what they’re doing and can 

hit the ground running’ and then the [executive] comes in saying ‘I was sold a bill 

of goods’, ‘This is totally different than what I was told initially’ [from] a cultural 

standpoint and also like job function, politics, all of that (Roan, OIP).   
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     We set up a pretty intensive onboarding.  We found after [previous failures] 

that [executives’] biggest comment was the onboarding could have been better, 

just based on some onboarding they’ve done in previous companies. So, we’re 

always trying to finetune the onboarding plan (Ben, OIP). 

Structured learning and support. A key practice found to help executives come 

up to speed and integrate was providing structured learning and support. Structured 

learning involves both content and process. There are two types of content. The first 

includes business and role related information such as the organization’s strategies, 

products and services, customers, proprietary information, and organizational processes; 

information that is needed for the executive to perform their function. The second type of 

content is related to the organizational culture, behavioral norms, and formal and 

informal power structures. The findings suggest that receiving business and role related 

information facilitates business-related knowledge acquisition and job performance 

whereas receiving cultural information facilitates cultural insights and integration. 

Moreover, a structured learning process that gives executives time to listen and learn 

before taking action, facilitates integration by ensuring the executive has ample time to 

meet with and learn from organizational insiders and thus learn about the history, current 

practices, and culture of the organization.      

There’s a lot of pressure at the highest levels. Whether it’s an executive in the C-

suite, or CEO, I think in those first 90 days/100 days that you’re really just 

learning, listening, starting to build relationships.  I mean I don’t think it’s 

reasonable to expect any major change or big decisions.  I think you’ve got to 
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give time to the individual coming in to understand the organization, to 

understand the business, meet people (Audrey, OIP).  

Noah (OIP) talked about past failures integrating executives into his company and how 

they changed their entire approach from selection and hiring, pre-boarding, and 

onboarding. They now take a very structured, and tailored, approach to onboarding the 

new leader and providing structured learning experiences.   

We put together a 90-day Onboarding Plan with that individual in mind in which 

we introduced him to a bunch of stakeholders. We went through the process, we 

had him be a customer, we had him be a vendor, and then we really did what I 

would call an immersion type onboarding. Then [we] really spent the latter part of 

the 90 days digging into the numbers and getting him more comfortable with the 

team and the tools that he would be working with (Noah, OIP). 

The OIPs described the importance of helping new executives learn the business and 

about the culture.  

[Learning] starts on the first day.  And a lot of it could be little things like learn 

about our company, learn about our culture (Ben, OIP). 

     Most often I think that there is a conscious effort to do some initial onboarding 

and it’s really more about giving them information, creating industry knowledge 

(Lee, OIP). 

     There are things that you want to make sure this person knows about the 

company, the culture, high-level processes, key people, really within the first 

week, but I think good check-in points are after 30/60/90 days and then it’s a little 
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less, probably less frequent, but true integration, I mean it takes six months to a 

year (Audrey, OIP).  

 Providing time to listen and learn. There is enormous pressure to perform when 

an executive joins an organization, that is especially true when the organization is 

undergoing a tremendous amount of change or is in turmoil. The findings revealed that 

the executives who had the time to listen and learn during the first three months were 

successful integrating, and those who did not struggled and/or failed to integrate. In the 

absence of explicit permission to take time to listen and learn, executives often feel 

compelled to act quickly and demonstrate their value. 

A senior executive often comes to an organization and they’re anxious to prove 

their worth and so they get ahead of themselves and sometimes they make decisions that 

they never would have made, or they take actions they wouldn’t have taken four months 

down the line or six months down the line, but they do it because they need to prove 

themselves. So, it’s a balancing act between letting them know that you’re going to give 

them a certain amount of time to “figure it out” but after this, this is what you expect. 

Then that actually gives them a certain piece of mind to say, ‘Okay, I’ve got four weeks 

to figure this out before I have to do anything, but then in that next four weeks I’ve got to 

accomplish this’ (Lee, OIP). 

In response to the question whether the organization should be explicit about the 

executive taking time to listen and learn, develop relationships, etc.  

I think that is critical.  I mean unless there’s a situation where they’re stepping 

into a crisis or something like that, where they have to be able to make maybe a 

few decisions to address something. But under ‘more normal circumstances’, I 
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think that’s really critical. I’ll just share the example of [Name of Company].  We 

brought in [Name] to be a president of our business and it’s a newly created 

position, because it was created to be the successor to our CEO and so it was a 

role that didn’t exist before. It created another layer in the organization and our 

CEO was very deliberate in saying ‘Look, he just needs the time to be able to 

learn’.  And he comes from the industry, but learn our business, how we’ve done 

things and so freeing up that space I think is very critical” (Audrey, OIP). 

It’s important for organizational leaders to communicate their expectations and 

onboarding plan to organizational insiders.   

The organization gave me coverage to learn, [but] they didn’t really articulate that 

to people. And so I got to this place in the beginning of January where people 

were like ‘I don’t understand, [Name Removed] has been here like eight weeks 

and we don’t even know what she’s doing’.  And so what was perceived as, you 

know, ‘she’ll get here and she’ll get acclimated and we’re going to kind of bring 

her in slowly’. Nobody shared that and so there were all these different 

perceptions, which made me do much more backtracking than I should have had 

to (Sam, EP-SI).   

Fostering connections. The findings show that helping new leaders establish 

personal connections, build rapport and develop quality work relationships is essential for 

new leader success. The executives who were successful integrating had formed 

relationships with key stakeholders. Organizational practices can facilitate connection by 

having HR or another organizational insider introduce new executives to the people they 
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need to know to be successful such as their peers, direct reports, or those who have the 

information and resources the new executive needs to execute his/her responsibilities.  

[Our job is to help the new leader] see the connectedness with the stakeholders 

and helping them to understand who is influential in the organization, who has -- 

you know, kind of the loud voice, who should you lean on for various aspects. 

Like there are different strengths that each stakeholder brings, and sort of helping 

them to build their path, and giving them some indications.  Of course, everyone 

is going to make their own decisions, but I think as the manager of the executive, 

it’s your role to sort of lay that out for them, while giving them the freedom to 

make their own determinations (Audrey, OIP). 

When HR or the leaders of the organization take the initiative to help the new leader 

make connections and when the new leader feels support, it makes a huge difference in 

their experience and accelerates their learning.  

There were a couple of people who just really were just so kind. They took me to 

dinners and introduced me around and then as time went on, I was like, you know 

what, I have a message that I’m proud of and I have new capabilities that I want 

to share, and I just started networking (Sam, EP-SI). 

Having a support person, a buddy or guide to show them the ropes is especially helpful at 

the executive level; an organizational insider who knows the culture, the players, where 

to go for information and resources.   

At the executive level, there’s typically someone who would be supporting them 

and so that person plays a really key role in their onboarding so they know who 

they can go to and rely on if they do have questions (Audrey, OIP). 
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In referencing the invaluable role her executive administrative assistant played in her 

success, Gabriela (EP-SI) had the following to say: 

She knew the good, the bad, the ugly.  She knew where the skeletons were buried 

– you know she knew what hot trigger items to avoid.  She also has her ear to the 

ground, you know. We joke ‘It’s the provosts rumor mill. So, she has her ear to 

the ground, and I know what’s going on, on campus, before most everybody else 

….  So, I will say my admin, yes, a large portion of my success is because she 

knows what’s going on (Gabriela, EP-SI). 

Recognizing the value of having a supportive insider, one company implemented a 

“buddy system”.  

So [we started] making sure that everybody gets an executive buddy because you 

may not feel comfortable saying in the executive meeting ‘Hey, why are we doing 

this?’ or ‘What is this?’. Like you’re the new guy but you know if you have a 

buddy, you can pull them over to the side and say like ‘Hey [Name Removed], I 

didn’t get this at all. Why are we even doing this!?’. And it allowed for a little bit 

of better open-ended communication (Ben, OIP).  

Ongoing clarification and support. The findings point to the importance of 

clarifying performance expectations, beginning during preentry with executive selection, 

and continuing through post-entry via onboarding. It is imperative that new leaders have 

a clear idea of what’s expected of them.  

We make sure they have a clear understanding of what their role and what is 

expected of that role, what are the metrics and KPIs that we’re going to be 

grading them on in this role, making sure they meet with the proper people in the 
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organization to help them not only understand what that person is doing in the 

organization but how they will collaborate with that person…. Daily we would 

touch base with them and then each week we would kind of regroup of ‘okay, tell 

me how your first week was, here’s all the things that you were expected to 

understand or accomplish where you are with that?’…. We wanted to be high 

touch to make sure we weren’t letting things [fall through the cracks]. Now, the 

failure we had in the past was we would bring someone in who we thought was 

smart enough. They had all the right credentials that we [thought we didn’t] need 

to so high touch, just let them do their thing and they’ll make it work. And that 

failed. (Ben, OIP). 

     It’s important to have a plan and to have regular and frequent check-ins and 

adjust along the way.  So, you might say the first 30 days here are the things that 

are really important and then check in regularly: How’s it going?  What’s 

different?  What’s new?  So that you can reinforce what’s working well, adjust 

where something maybe came up that’s unknown, course correct if need be. But 

you have to allow the individual some freedom and some flexibility to do what 

they think is best at the executive level, I mean they – why else did you hire 

them? (Audrey, OIP). 

Having regular check-ins and clarifying expectations lets the executive know how they 

are doing and provides an opportunity for them to recalibrate if necessary. Interestingly, 

the practice of clarifying expectations appeared to be hit and miss according to the 

participants, and if it occurred, much of it was informal.  
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What usually happens is the executive will come to me [the CHRO] and be like: 

‘How do I know if I’m doing a good job?’. And I’m like ‘Well, have you asked?’. 

They say ‘Well, I don’t know’. So I try and facilitate that conversation [between 

the executive and their boss] but [clarifying expectations] is usually prompted by 

the executive [and not their boss] (Susan, OIP).  

When Theodore (UI) was failing to live up to expectations, the executives on the 

leadership team were conflicted. Some thought they should be more explicit in explaining 

and clarifying what they wanted him to do, and others thought he should be left alone.  

The unraveling began within like an echo chamber of the exec team kind of 

saying ‘He’s not getting it’. ‘We need to be more explicit’. Or ‘We need to let him 

figure it out on his own’. It was both. They thought both: “he already has 

everything he needs”, and “he just needs to get to work and stop kind of noodling 

around” (Roan, OIP). 

Early on, members of the executive team would say things to Theodore (UI) like “‘Hey, I 

asked you for this and I didn’t get it. Where is it, why don’t we have it yet?’” (Roan, 

OIP). The feedback Theodore received initially was indirect and informal. Eventually he 

was sat down by his boss and told “‘You’re not getting it’”. By that time, Theodore (UI) 

“was very surprised to be let go.  He did not see it coming” (Roan, OIP).   

According to the study participants, organizational processes and practices play a 

role in helping new leaders integrate into the organization. Table 10 highlights 

organizational practices in use according to OIPs. Table 11 highlights organizational 

practices as experienced by executive participants (EP).  
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 Table 10 

Note. Renata, Debrah, and Roan reported examples of failed integration. Ben and Noah 

also reported failed integrations until they changed their practices. This chart represents 

the practices currently in place according to the OIP. 
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           Other organizational factors. The situation, history of the organization, 

organizational culture, conditions, and organizational insiders played a role in facilitating 

or hindering executive integration. These factors influenced organizational practices and 

behavioral norms.   

For example, the situation Walt (EP-UI) entered was unwieldy and dysfunctional. 

He was under tremendous pressure to perform while trying to deal with a “passive-

aggressive” culture where, after the fact, he learned the Board only wanted to hear 

positive reports. “There was no commonsense”, Walt said. “It was this atmosphere of 

‘you’d better not tell anything negative to the board, you’d better not come to the board 

with a problem, right, only with solutions’”.  So organizational insiders learned to hide 

Table 11 

Organizational practices as experienced by Executive Participants (EP). 

     ● = Executives who experienced the selection practice; U = Unknown 
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negative information including the major budget deficit until it could no longer be kept 

hidden. Walt didn’t understand the organizational context. He observed patterns of 

behavior without knowing the history or culture of the organization, or fully 

understanding how the Board’s past actions influenced organizational culture which 

shaped employees’ thinking, feeling, motivation and behavior – ultimately leading to 

maladaptive organizational practices.  Walt needed the cultural and historical context to 

make sense out of the situation.  

      Several of the participants referenced the role of the situation, organizational 

history, culture, and context. Audrey prefaced nearly every answer to the interview 

questions with “Well, it depends” and proceeded to describe a wide array of situations 

and conditions that would influence who they hired, how they onboarded people, etc. She 

emphasized the importance of organizational culture. Externally hired leaders need to 

understand the culture of the organization in order to make sense out of their experiences. 

It’s “about understanding the spoken and unspoken rules and understanding how things 

have worked, why they have worked, why things haven’t worked, understanding what – 

just those cultural nuances I think are really important in an organization” (Audrey, OIP).  

Nova (EP-SI) recalled working at a company with an extremely high executive failure 

rate. She said that, 

A lot of it was really driven by the culture of the company and by the leaders of 

the company – it was a very top-down kind of organization. And as an observer, 

and you know also from my experience, I would say that the culture drove 

probably 70 to 80 percent of the failure there because that’s what prevented all the 

other things from happening.  There was no value on training, there was no value 
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on onboarding so that didn’t happen. There was a disconnect between the vision 

and the actual so if people were trying to execute the vision they got their hands 

slapped because they weren’t focusing on what was happening (Nova, EP-SI, 

describing past experience). 

The culture Nova described didn’t value leadership or employee development. They 

didn’t support new executives to get a jump start on learning and connecting, and they 

gave the executives lofty goals to pursue but then punished them for not meeting the 

company’s unarticulated expectations.   

      Idris (EP-UI) frequently spoke to the importance of context, and how without 

understanding the context she was unsure of how to respond to situations. Understanding 

the organizational history and cultural context might have helped Zoe (EP-UI) as she 

entered her role. She stepped into a situational crisis with human resources. She knew she 

had a lot of work to do, and she understood what needed to be done to fix the HR 

situation. Zoe did not, however, have an organizational chart with a description of roles. 

While she knew it was a family-owned and run business, she did not have insight into the 

intergenerational family dynamics and power struggles. The company was transitioning 

from the 2nd to 3rd generation of leaders. April, a 3rd generation family member, was the 

first female to make it into a leadership position in the company. The company was run 

by male members of the family and April had the very real struggle of breaking gender 

barriers. So, when on her second day on the job, Zoe innocently asked about how people 

got trained, April was offended and became defensive. To make matters worse, when 

people learned that the company had hired a HR Director they were overjoyed.  
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So all of a sudden I’ve now stepped into it in big bad way and [April] tells me that 

she’s angry with me because when people found out that the company was getting 

an HR Director, they were beside themselves with joy…’Oh we can’t wait for her 

to get her’.  ‘We’re just going to kiss her all over because she’s so needed’… and 

she says, ‘You know, I’ve been the de facto HR manager, I’ve been the face of 

HR up until this point’ (Zoe, EP-UI).   

Zoe had no idea. 

I did not know this.  Nobody told me this.  I have an office right next to hers.  I 

have just stepped into it without giving her the deference that she needed because 

of a fragile ego.  I would later learn that she was never trained, she knows nothing 

about HR. She’s simply a family member who had to claw her way into the 

family business as a female and really fight her way in (Zoe, EP-UI).  

Zoe had no way of knowing April was the Training Director nor of knowing that April 

was hyper-sensitive to any perceived criticism due to her own personal battle climbing 

the family corporate ladder. A lot was at stake for April. Zoe’s misstep with April on that 

fateful day ultimately led to her undoing. Zoe invited April to join her for a cup of tea and 

she apologized to April for unintentionally insulting her.  

I said, ‘Please understand I had no idea.  I was curious.  This is not about you – 

you know I’m learning’… and I extended the olive branch. And [after 

apologizing] I said, ‘How are you feeling after this conversation?’. And [April’s] 

like ‘Oh I’m one and done’. Wrong!!  LOLOL.  Wrong!  Hers would be the 

relationship that ultimately became my undoing.  And she wasn’t done.  She 

consistently just hated everything that I did, and I think she resented my 
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bandwidth and what I was able to accomplish you know because it really shined a 

light on her own inadequacies (Zoe, EP-UI).  

As an organizational insider and influential family member, April undermined Zoe’s 

efforts repeatedly by withholding information, excluding Zoe from important 

committees, and complaining about Zoe to other 3rd generation family leaders who 

eventually demoted Zoe.    

In addition to the above, organizational conditions such as whether the 

organization was a start-up or had limited resources affected their selection, hiring, and 

onboarding practices. In one case, the organizational condition was the cause of one 

executive failure. The organization was a start-up with a very lean structure. The 

executive they hired was accustomed to having a large team under him who did the day-

to-day tasks while he provided leadership and the strategic direction. The executive 

quickly realized that the start-up environment was not a match for him, and he left.    

      Summary of organizational factors and processes. Organizations play a major 

role in facilitating or hindering executive integration. In particular, the findings reveal 

that the actions organizational leaders take during executive selection may be one of the 

most significant factors affecting integration success. By employing robust executive 

selection practices, and assessing and selecting candidates for culture fit, organizational 

leaders are setting the new executive up for integration success. Other preentry practices, 

such as providing RJPs and clarifying performance expectations indirectly facilitate 

integration by providing the executive with the information s/he needs to know to make a 

decision about whether to join the organization or not; and providing preentry support 

helps the executive get a jump start learning and making connections which contributes 



 

211 
 

to their ability to adapt to fit within the organizational culture (see Figure 10 for shows 

the connection between organizational factors and processes and executive integration 

outcomes).  

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

Organizational practices do not occur in vacuum but are affected by other factors such as 

the situation, organizational history, culture, conditions, and organizational insiders. All 

of these interact with one another, and with individual factors, to shape outcomes.    

Individual factors. Individuals are not passive in choosing which organizations 

they join, or in how they enter into the organization. The findings show that an 

executive’s actions had a significant effect on their integration success. The factors found 

to have the greatest impact on integration outcomes were job choice, transition planning, 

whether or not they took the time to listen and learn before taking action, relationship 

building efforts, and individual history and characteristics. Figure 11 illustrates how 

individual factors are linked to executive integration outcomes. 

 

Organizational Factors and Processes 

Culture  
Fit Executive Selection 

-  Hire for culture fit 
 
Other Practices 
- Realistic Job Preview 

(RJP) 
- Clarifying expectations 
- Structured learning/ 

support 
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Individual (new 
executive) decision 

making,  
learning, and 
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Executive 
Integration History 

Culture/ 
conditions 

Organizational 
Insiders 
 

Figure 10. Organizational factors and processes that were shown to affect culture fit 

and thereby executive integration outcomes. 
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Job choice. Selection is a two-way street. Organizational leaders set out to attract, 

recruit, select, and hire the best candidate to fill their opening. At the same time, 

individuals make decisions about which organizations they want to join and what 

positions appeal to them. There are a variety of factors that influence job choice. Those 

factors include logical career progression, whether or not they needed or wanted to 

relocate, family support relocating when that was the case, mission alignment, having 

greater impact in their role, being the right fit, and whether or not the organization had a 

good culture. None of the Executive Participants (EP) mentioned salary and benefits as 

being a factor. The decision-making processes EP used to determine if the organization 

and role was right for them seemed to make a difference in their overall experience once 

they were in the role. 

Decision making processes. Participants referenced job descriptions, the candidate 

profile, and the organization’s website as initial sources of information about the 

organization and the role. For example, Gabriela (EP-SI) wasn’t looking for a job, but the 

job turned out to perfect fit for her experience and expertise, there was significant 

Individual Factors  

Culture  
Fit 

Job choice 
- Choice for culture fit 

 
Transition planning 

Listen and learn 

Building relationships 

Gain historical, 
contextual, and 

cultural insights. 

Executive 
Integration 

 

History 

Characteristics 

Figure 11. Individual factors and processes that were shown to affect culture fit and 

executive integration outcomes. 
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alignment between her life mission and the mission of the organization mission, and even 

the location fit her experience.    

My husband never reads job descriptions when I’ve interviewed at other places. 

He read this one and said, ‘They wrote this for you’.  It really is a unique match 

between my skill sets, my job experiences, my life experiences and then the fact 

that it’s in my hometown, which is an economically depressed area and the ability 

to come back and literally give other kids the same opportunity I had been given 

(Gabriela, EP-SI).  

Anthony had a similar experience where the role and position requirements matched his 

experience, his desire to make an impact, and the location was attractive to him.  

What appealed to me the most about it is; one, the organization itself, it was about 

one-eighth the size of the organization I came from so I feel like I was going to be 

able to make a more meaningful impact.  I also think that the location where I’d 

be based was just appealing to me personally, and I guess it’s just the opportunity 

itself was challenging and rewarding and just from the standpoint that it brought 

together several different experiences and roles that I’ve had over the 20 years 

into one role (Anthony, EP-SI). 

For Idris, who wasn’t looking for a job at the time, the position was unique to her 

experience and expertise, and located 90-miles from her home so not having to relocate 

was a factor.   

[The job] was very unique, specifically, to online learning. My expertise and 

experience is fully in online learning, higher education for fully online learning 

degree programs, and there’s not a lot of higher education institutions that have a 
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specific and dedicated department in that space…. For me it was the right role 

(Idris, EP-UI).    

     In addition to materials, the organization’s actions are a source of data that executives 

use during the decision-making process.   

The reasons I chose this organization over the others is the speed at which they 

moved. This can be a long and laborious process. Another organization made me 

an offer but the speed with which this organization moved signaled a real 

commitment and priority. They also had consistency of message. [Finally], the 

culture in the organization was a factor, as was its mission. The culture is very 

friendly (Scott, EP-UI). 

     It was funny, because they called me, and they did like the normal like “HR” 

interview and I was sooo put off because I was like I’m a president (indicating-

like seriously) at a company. I don’t want to answer, like, ‘where do you see 

yourself in 10 years?’ …I’m 56 years old. So, I was kind of put off (Sam, EP-SI).   

The reputation of the organization was a factor in Walt’s decision making. He was very 

impressed with the regional and national reputation of the organization he joined, and the 

role was the next step along his career progression. Walt had known about the 

organization for many years prior to accepting a role there. He described being “excited” 

at the opportunity to join them. So much so, that he ignored red flags during the selection 

process and skipped a step he always takes before joining an organization which was 

reviewing the financials.  
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I typically do not accept the job unless I’ve seen the final budget.  In this case, I 

actually made a mistake. I accepted the job because [the organization] had a very 

good reputation and I didn’t see the final budget (Walt, EP-UI). 

Zoe, on the other hand, needed a job and was looking for something in her field.  

My career goals were focused on an in-house position in my field of expertise and 

this one was appealing because (1) it was a "Triple Black Diamond" challenge, 

and (2) the next level of progression. I had been an HR Director for five years and 

this one was “sold as” an HR Vice President position…. Also, I was in a place 

where I wanted a new job – and almost any job, in my field. When this one came 

up, it was the only one in the pipeline, so I wanted it to happen (Zoe, EP-UI). 

     Several executives were very intentional in learning about the organization before 

accepting the role. They wanted to be sure it had a good culture, and that the role would 

be a good fit for them. They did the necessary due diligence prior to applying and 

throughout the selection process. Nova (EP-SI), for example, was unemployed for a year 

before she accepted her current position. 

Part of the reason it took me a year to land a role is because I didn’t want to just 

panic.  Now, don’t get me wrong, there weren’t a ton of VP level planning roles 

out there last year. It’s not like there were thousands of opportunities, but I had at 

least three opportunities that I declined because they weren’t right.  So, having 

been in my career as long as I have and having experienced many different 

companies, I had a definite point of view of where I wanted to land. I knew the 

culture that I wanted. I knew the type of company.  I knew what was important to 
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me, so it was kind of like the stars aligned, because where I landed actually was 

the perfect place where I really wanted to be (Nova, EP-SI). 

When asked how she determined if the company was a fit for her or not, she replied “You 

don’t know for sure.  So, there’s always going to be a leap of faith.  However, knowing 

many people from the industry who had either previously worked there and still highly 

recommended it or who were currently there went a really long way” (Nova, EP-SI). 

Nova went on to describe how the company had a very thorough interview process. She 

got to meet the person who would be her partner, and people who would be reporting to 

her. Her partner told her “I want you to understand this is a VP job but you’re going to sit 

in the pit, you’re not going to have an office”. She also said: 

[During] every single interview I asked about culture.  Every company I speak to. 

I actually have a set of questions that I ask because I’ve kind of found that they’re 

very enlightening to me. And then, since I ask the same questions to every single 

person, I can actually compare their answers and I get a pretty good sense of 

reality usually (Nova, EP-SI).   

The steps the executives took, or didn’t take, to learn about the organization and to decide 

if it was the right choice for them mattered. Those who considered culture fit and then 

took steps to assess fit appeared to be happier with their job choice and more successful 

integrating into the organization even when there were internal challenges they had to 

address. The one exception was Scott (EP-UI). Scott interpreted the speed during the 

selection and hiring process as a sign that it aligned with his style to move quickly as an 

executive.  
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As I’d gone through the [selection] process I dug in a lot as to well, why had [the 

predecessor] not succeeded?  And you know what, the consistent message from 

the CEO, the COO, the head of lending and everybody that I met on the executive 

team was “he just can’t execute at pace”. And “we’ve been trying to do this HR 

transformation for three years, since we hired this individual, and we still haven’t 

deployed anything.  We have made no changes….  and so what we’re really 

looking for is someone who’s really strong at moving with pace, at speed, 

executing quickly” (Scott, EP-UI).  

Scott was very clear that he moved quickly, and his references were also very clear about 

how fast he moves. The organizational leaders confirmed “that was what they wanted and 

that they were really up for it” so he accepted the position. 

Transition planning. Most of the executives planned their transition into the role. 

The transition planning included how they would approach learning and action, and 

relationship building. The length of time from hire to first day on the job was a factor in 

how much planning they could do. For several, the time from signing the employment 

contract to being in role was very short and didn’t afford them much planning and 

preparation time. Having to relocate was another factor which limited the time the 

executive had to prepare. Sam, an executive participant (EP) who successfully integrated 

(SI) was fortunate enough to have five-to-six weeks from the job offer to her start date.  

[During that time], I studied all about [the industry], I did a ton of homework 

about [the industry] so I would know the jargon.  I got the org structures from the 

company before I started (Sam, EP-SI). 

Sam knew she needed to start establishing relationships and building out her network.  
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So I LinkedIn with all the people that were going to be my peers and wrote them 

notes. I asked for the top 25 most influential [people] in the retail organization 

and I wrote them each notes like: ‘I’m excited to join, I can’t wait to meet you’ – 

you know, and then I started to just build out my list of who did I need to network 

with?  And because I had done a lot of work on women’s leadership over the 

years, I built up this list of like who are the most influential women in the 

company?  So, I’m going into a white male dominated company, right? Like what 

company isn’t?  So, I wanted to have female leaders that I can network with.  So, 

I built that list out.  I thought about the things that I could join in the company, 

like they have a Women’s Integrated Network, I joined that.  I signed up for 

[industry association] to a be a member, and I volunteered to do something  

for them which I just completed…. And before I started, I met with my boss and I 

went through the 90-day plan (Sam, EP-SI).  

Several of the executives started collecting data during the selection process and in their 

interviews as well. They then used then information to develop their transition plans and 

inform how they entered the organization.  

Prior to coming into an organization, I have some thoughts and ideas about what 

I’ve heard during the interview process, and jot those down. Then I go back 

through those notes and start to create what I call a 90-day plan and I’ve done that 

for my last several jobs because it was helpful (Anthony, EP-SI).  

     Before I started, I met with my boss and I went through the 90-day plan and I 

said to him, I think about everything in terms of people, process and tools. I was 

like so ‘people, here’s the things I’m going to learn, here’s what I’m going to do 
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in terms of developing people’, etc. He had great ideas too.  He was like ‘oh, we 

have a big problem here’ and so I put it into the 90-day plan…. I talked about 

process, like ‘how do we do things?  How are we going to interact?  Where are 

the opportunities to look for operational efficiencies?’ -- -- and I made them 

generic, because I didn’t want to come in and act like I knew anything about their 

company (Sam, EP-SI).   

      Listen and learn. According to the findings, taking time to listen and learn, 

before taking action or making major changes, facilitates executive integration.  

You have to listen and give yourself time to assess and give yourself time to listen and be 

careful not to just take your toolkit and be like ‘Okay, every time I go into a company, I 

dye everyone’s hair brown’”…. People want to know that you hear them, and people 

want to know that you’re open and that you’re going to be transparent and you’re 

authentic (Sam, EP-SI). 

An important benefit of taking time to listen and learn, within the first 90-days, is 

fostering rapport and building relationships. Meeting with organizational insiders to hear 

their hopes, concerns, interests, and ideas goes a longways towards building rapport and 

communicating respect and value for them. The first 90-days is an invaluable learning 

window and opportunity for newly hired executives. It gives them a chance to understand 

the history, cultural context and conditions of the organization as well as the solutions 

organizational insiders have implemented in the past and present to address issues and/or 

support growth and effectiveness.  

You need to learn what they do well before you go in there and start trying to 

change things.  I think that’s something that I’ve seen hinder a lot of people. 
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When I go into a new job, I don’t try to change anything for at least six months.  I 

literally say, ‘Just teach me everything, the way you do it today’.  ‘I want to learn 

how you do it, teach me how to do it’.  Because number one, that’s how I’ve 

learned a lot because every company does it differently, and I’ve learned some 

really cool things from being open- minded, but that’s how you build trusted 

relationships with these people. I do think sometimes when you’re coming in new, 

if you come in a little too strong, like ‘Oh I’m the hero and I’m here to save the 

day’, well that might make it harder for you to build those relationships and build 

that trust (Nova, OIP).  

     I met with every [key stakeholder], either in person or on phone. I traveled to 

the key markets. They have a big solution center in [Name of major U.S. City], I 

went there.  So, I kind of just went with “I just want to understand?”  It was just 

like a big intake.  (Sam, EP-SI).   

     [As an executive] you’re going out and you’re meeting new people, you’re 

meeting different people in the organization, you’re having different 

responsibilities, you’re meeting different people outside of the organization, right, 

different stakeholders and different key groups and strategic partners.  So, a lot of 

it was listening and then making that list of priorities as I heard them. And then as 

I had a lot of my one-on-one meetings, as I was onboarding, I would dive a little 

deeper. I would [share] here’s what my understanding was, [and they’d] confirm 

or I’d get redirected. But then it would give me an opportunity to dive a little 

deeper. In my areas of responsibility, I obviously had a lot of questions about: 

‘What are the services we have here?’, ‘What’s our market presence?’, ‘What’s 
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the perception of us in the market?’, ‘What are our weaknesses, what are our 

opportunities, what are our competitors, who are our partners?  (Anthony, EP-SI). 

Roan (EP-SI) shared her approach to building trust and seeking input before offering 

recommendations when she was new to the company. She would listen, ask questions, 

share her observations, offer choices, and she was careful not to come in like she had all 

the answers. She didn’t need to prove herself, and as a result she didn’t focus on her or 

immediately share best practices. 

I listened a lot early on and in meetings.  I asked a lot of questions about their 

experience working with someone in my role in the past, and so I learned a lot 

about what they expected or maybe didn’t – wouldn’t expect. When I met with 

the CEO he said, ‘You know, my best relationship with my HR person ever was 

she came to me once a year and asked ‘Who needs a raise?’ and that was it.  And 

he saw that as a successful relationship. So I knew I had a lot of work to do there, 

and I did it very slowly….  I didn’t go in saying, ‘Okay, we need to do this’.  I 

would say ‘I think we need more engagement on this level, or I’ve seen in these 

meetings that this is happening, I think we need to do something to change it, and 

we could change it like this or like that’….. I very rarely talked about my past 

experience, and focused more on like ‘This is what I’m seeing with this 

organization’ or ‘This is what I’m seeing with this team’ or ‘I heard this feedback 

from particular individuals’. So, keeping it really narrow to the circumstances 

(Roan, EP-SI).   

When new executives didn’t take time to listen and learn early on, before taking action, it 

led to missteps and triggered internal resistance. The newly hired Executive Director, 
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Lydia (UI), scheduled 15-minute one-on-one meetings with each member of the 

leadership team. Renata (OIP) tried to encourage her to spend more time with people, to 

review their CV’s or resumes, and get to know them, and other stakeholders, personally.  

She came in with the idea that it really didn’t matter what everybody’s 

background is, here’s what your role is today, and this is what I expect out of 

you…. I did not see any other efforts than that.  I made a lot of suggestions 

around setting up appointments with some of the key folks in the community, 

some of our stakeholders, individual donors, partners, collaborators, other 

agencies trying to facilitate some one-on-one meetings so that she could get to 

meet them and start to develop those relationships and she did not see value in 

that. She said she would meet them on her own terms (Renata, OIP).   

Less than a month in the role, Lydia (UI) began to make major changes to policies and 

practices. She wanted to change everything, from the office décor to the logo. Members 

of the leadership team and employees were taken aback. Shocked. 

The first staff meeting we had which was the first [week] back after the holidays, 

she announced to the full staff in the staff meeting: ‘Things were going to change.  

We’re not going to mess around with this anymore. You guys walked all over the 

past ED and feel like you’ve kind of gotten away with not working as hard as you 

could. That day has passed’.  And it was right from the get-go, day one, 

authoritarian and tremendous amount of pressure and threat …if you didn’t 

perform you wouldn’t be here (Renata, OIP). 

Arya (UI) was another executive who didn’t take the time to listen and learn and didn’t 

foster relationships. Instead, she put her head down and started working.  
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[She had] her assistant schedule, I swear to God like morning to night, back-to-

back meetings, and in a way that you couldn’t even [get time with her]. I 

remember asking [Arya’s assistant] I said “Hey, can I have five minutes for 

something?’, and she [the assistant] was like ‘Arya said no, no, no – she’s not 

supposed to be disturbed, no matter what’. So, I knocked on the door and said 

‘Hey, welcome, glad you’re here, do you have a few minutes -- you know?  And 

she said ‘Oh, oh, well I am really busy but okay”…. But, you know, it was just 

right in that first week (Sophia, OIP).  

In hindsight, Sophia described Arya (UI) more like an individual contributor than a leader 

because she was so task focused.  

 Relationship building. A differentiating factor between executives who were 

successful integrating and those who were not was the degree to which they focused on 

building relationships.  

I’ll tell you what, the [leaders] that are going to do great are the ones who take the 

initiative to do things that involve as many of their direct reports as possible, if 

not their whole function. To just sort of say, ‘hi, this is who I am…can’t wait to 

meet you all’... anything that starts to build rapport right away and give people the 

impression of who they are…. Everyone is going to have looked on LinkedIn. 

You don’t have to get up in front of people and tell people where you’ve worked, 

nobody cares.  They want to know: Are you married?  Do you have kids?  For us 

it’s like, what do you love to cook?  What do you love to eat?  It’s the personal 

component that you’re not going to find on LinkedIn that I think builds rapport 

the fastest (Susan, OIP). 
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I would say that [executives who] are successful, what they [do] is they make the 

time to get to know the team….  and a lot of them will set up time with each of 

the team members. Not just with their leaders but also setting up times to get to 

know everybody on the team.  It takes a little bit of time, sometimes it doesn’t all 

get solved in 30 days, but you know it does a couple things.  It helps them get a 

window into if that person is good or not [in their role]. [It] helps them understand 

what they do. (Jon, OIP).  

     Building relationships and showing enthusiasm to join the organization 

conveys that the executive values the people and the organization. “I believe 

there’s a basic human need to be wanted and appreciated” (Lee, OIP).    

      The findings show that when executives didn’t prioritize relationships, they 

struggled to be successful integrating into the organization even if they added value to the 

business from a performance aspect. Sophia described two different executives who 

joined the organization, one who was successful integrating and one who was not. The 

two executives joined the organization, went through the same selection and hiring 

processes, under the same leadership model, and received the same pre-boarding and 

onboarding processes and support. They were, in fact, members on the same team. The 

CFO, Arya (UI), was task-focused. She didn’t foster relationships with people, even 

when the organizational leaders attempted to connect her to people who would be 

invaluable for her onboarding.    

She hesitated to reach out to others just as a thought-partner in a way that would 

have really benefited her a lot. [Rather] she reached out with ‘Oh I need this’ or ‘I 

need that’ or ‘I need this kind of document’ versus ‘So, hey what do you think?’ 
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‘What can you tell me about this?... These are people that wanted to set her up for 

success. Everybody was really thrilled this role was filled…. One of the things 

that her boss asked me to do was try to get her set up with some of the right 

people internally and externally who would be good partners for her, who could 

help her in the successful onboarding, and also developing those longer term 

relationships that were organizationally, as well as personally, beneficial to her. 

She did them, but I always felt like there was resistance. [She would say] ‘Oh, 

well I already know. What are they going to tell me?’ versus you know this 

mutuality of what you have when you’re in a peer relationship (Sophia, OIP).  

In contrast, Darius (SI), the Chief Strategy Officer (CSO), was very relationship oriented.  

He was a peer to Arya (UI), but he approached the work very differently. “He 

really sought out others in a way that he really wanted to understand both the 

operations and the business, as well as the people and the communities” (Sophia, 

OIP). Sophia described Darius (SI) as very personable; someone who interacted 

with people at all levels, internally and externally. “He’s out walking around, he’s 

telling the executive assistants, ‘OMG I love that cake you brought in today’” 

(Sophia, OIP).  

Everybody loved him and he was extremely successful in his role. Whereas Arya, who 

met the business goals and moved forward some significant priorities, was eventually let 

go.  

All executive participants (EP) acknowledged the importance of relationships; 

and they all built relationships to varying degrees. Four of the executives, however, 
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prioritized relationship building and were very deliberate about building rapport as soon 

as they were hired. And they continued to build relationships throughout their tenure.   

I’ve tried to invite people to lunch, I’ve tried to get to know them, you know, not 

just on a personal level but also professionally. I’ve tried to just build those 

relationships of trust.  I’ve tried to follow up with people personally like ‘Oh, tell 

me about how your hike went on Saturday’, or whatever it is.  I try to make a 

personal connection where I can.  Some people don’t have an interest in that, and 

if that’s the case that’s fine. I can respect that. But most people do and I’ve found 

that if you can make a connection with them personally it really goes a long way 

professionally (Anthony, EP-SI). 

     It’s all about relationships. It’s about trust-building, because part of a poor 

[organizational] culture is lack of trust in leadership and lack of communication in 

leadership…. And I think, a big key is just doing something as simple as thanking 

people and appreciating them. You know, learning their names, it is about being 

personable, it’s about relationships so anything that is good for your marriage, is 

good for being a leader (Gabriela, EP-SI).   

     I had my own [30, 60, 90-day] plan - starting with things like literally meeting 

every single person I need to possibly interact with and find out, ‘What do they 

need from me?’, ‘What do they need from my team?’, ‘How can I help them?’, 

‘What are those things that would make my team and I a value to them and help 

us all do a better job?’  As well as, you know, ‘Who do I need to make sure I 

know in order to get things done?’ because that’s also really important (Nova, EP-

SI). 
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Sam who started building relationships and networking before her first day, continued.    

I continued to network on a monthly basis with like the COO who I really liked 

when I interviewed. I met with the head of learning and development. I met with 

the head of HR.  I would say to people ‘Who does learning and development or 

L&D’ and then I would find out who it was, and I would send them a note and say 

‘I’m new, could I take you out to lunch?’  And I would go wherever I needed to 

go (Sam, EP-SI). 

The findings show that building relationships facilitates integration in a number of ways. 

First, people want to feel valued, feel like they have something of worth to offer, to be 

respected. Secondly, institutional knowledge resides within people. As Jon noted, you 

can’t just simply pick up a book to learn all about the organizational culture, people, 

product, or processes. Relationships with key stakeholders expands access to that 

institutional knowledge and sets the foundation for effective partnerships. Fourth, 

relationships with key insiders can help provide insight into the organizational context, 

cultural norms, the power players, and how to navigate organizational dynamics. It is 

through these relationships that externally hired executives can gain a better 

understanding of the systems, what organizational insiders have tried in terms of 

strategies and solutions, what works, what doesn’t work, and identify the low hanging 

fruit. Finally, relationships open the door to more relationships and the expansion of 

one’s network. A broad network increases access to the potential resources and expertise. 

Two of the executives used their vast networks to gain insight into the companies and 

roles they were interested in, and to obtain insider introductions.  
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Individual history and characteristics. The executives’ history, past experience, 

and individual characteristics (e.g., identity, personality, leadership style, adaptability) 

played a role in the choices they made and the actions they took. Five of the eight EP had 

considerable experience assuming new roles and working in different organizations. They 

referred to their past experience as key learning opportunities that helped them develop 

the know-how and skills to transition into new roles.  

One of the benefits of all the turmoil I’ve had in my career is that I have seen so 

many good and bad things that it just teaches you to learn.  I think if you’re 

someone who’s come from only having the opportunity to look at one company or 

two companies, you really don’t realize how varied the experiences are, you 

know, and how bad, bad can be or how good, good can be (Nova, EP-SI).    

Sam (EP-SI) was grateful that she had the past experiences she had as it helped her 

navigate new situations. “Thank God I had so much experience” (Sam, EP-SI). At the 

same time, she said it’s important to grow, adapt, evolve and not just rely on past 

experiences. 

You have to push yourself to think about things differently otherwise you just 

keep emulating the same experience and if at the end, the results weren’t like 

perfect then you’re emulating a flawed experience, right?! You have to keep 

pushing yourself to evolve (Sam, EP-SI).   

 Six of the executives who were unsuccessful integrating relied on past experiences and 

strategies; strategies that were counter to the organization’s culture. In Scott’s (EP-UI) 

case, the strategies were a reflection of his identity as an executive who moves quickly. 

He was not interested in changing his approach to match the situation due to the fact that 
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“moving fast” was his professional identity. Others who relied on past experience and 

were unable to “evolve” found themselves at odds with the culture. Zoe’s experience 

began in childhood where she was rewarded for accomplishments. Her previous work 

experience was largely in task focused environments as well so when she entered the 

organization she set out to get things done when it would have served her to listen and 

learn first and focus on establishing key relationships.     

      Leadership style and personality. Another characteristic of the individual that 

made a difference was their leadership style. The executives who successfully integrated 

had a relationship focused style of leadership, and the executives who were not so 

successful tended to be more task focused. Gabriela (EP-SI) set out to build relationships 

right away and spent time listening to people said it was “just a hallmark of my 

leadership style”. Sam (EP-SI), similarly, described her leadership style as collaborative 

and relationship focused. When it comes to being relationship focused and building 

relationships, Sophia (OIP) said “OMG that guy, Darius (SI) – like he could write the 

book on it”.   

      The executives who had a task-focused style tended to prioritize tasks above 

relationships and take action quicker, often to a detrimental effect. For example, Renata 

(OIP) described Lydia as “task-oriented and not really digging into the experience or the 

talents or skills that a person can bring as an individual.  It was more – yes, task or role-

oriented rather than individually, what the person brings to the agency”. In the case of 

Arya, the CEO pulled her aside and said “if I don’t observe and I don’t get feedback of 

some really significant behavioral changes in your leadership style then you’re not going 

to make it here” (Sophia, OIP).  
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     The leadership style of a couple of the executives who failed to integrate, was 

described as “strong” or authoritarian. When asked what contributed to his unsuccessful 

integration (UI), Walt responded: 

The hindrance is just the structure of the department and my unwillingness to 

bend to it. You know – I did exactly the mistake that [Name] pointed out in his 

leadership book, and that is I decided to be myself, right?  Unhindered, unfettered 

so to speak you know. So that fact, that I contributed to the disintegration was me. 

What I should have done is look at what people needed, not what I thought was 

best (Walt, EP-UI). 

     There was just a lot of things in terms of just hierarchy and things that she felt 

were important in terms of right down to a parking place. Where we’re like well 

nobody here cares about where the parking place is (Sophia, OIP). 

     [She created] a very authoritarian kind of atmosphere.  You don’t have the 

opportunity to question decisions or give comments or suggestions on other ways 

to do things when things don’t seem to be working. It’s just a very authoritarian 

kind of situation (Renata, OIP).   

In addition to leadership style, participants made reference to individual personalities 

playing a role in their integration. Sophia (OIP) said “we have to acknowledge the 

humanity of all this.  Everybody comes with their own experiences, traits and personality 

quirks” Walt (EP-UI) acknowledged that he “needed to work through my personality 

traits, so to speak, that were keeping me from doing an effective job” (Walt, EP-UI). Ben 

also talked about as a factor.  
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The pieces that we really have to work on with him is kind of his social piece, like 

he’s definitely more of an introvert, like super smart guy, very number-driven so 

– which makes him a really good CFO, but sometimes he’s a little harsh with 

people just because that’s his personality (Ben, OIP). 

Learning and adaptability. A recurring theme pertained to whether or not the 

executive had the self-awareness and an open mind-set to learn from situations and could 

adapt their style to meet the needs of the situation. When screening candidates for 

executive positions, Susan (OIP) said: 

I want to know what’s the most constructive, consistent feedback they’ve gotten 

over their career and more importantly I want to know what have they done about 

it because, again, I’m listening for self-awareness, I’m interested in do they have 

an open-mindset or a fixed-mindset? (Susan, OIP).  

Even when executives were given feedback that what they were doing wasn’t working, 

those who failed to integrate were unable to receive the feedback and adjust their 

behavior.       

I think it was the lack of self-awareness around the feedback that he was getting 

just became so frustrating that the team went from thinking, ‘Okay, this is 

frustrating but we’re making progress’ or ‘We will make progress’, to ‘This guy 

just doesn’t get it and he’s not going to get it and I don’t have time to explain it to 

him again or in a different way and this just isn’t working’ (Roan, OIP). 

It was her unwillingness or inability to be open to feedback and develop those 

really kind of deep, deep relationships (Sophia, OIP). 
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When asked if anyone ever tried to give Lydia (UI) feedback, Renata said that she did. 

She added: 

I struggled with it because I was also intimidated by her and I don’t intimidate 

easily.  You know, she asked me ‘How’s the staff taking this?’, ‘What do you 

hear?’, ‘You’ve got your ear to the ground out there, how’s the staff taking this?  

And I said ‘Well, I’ll be honest, they’re a little shocked.  It’s a little more pressure 

and stress on them than what we’re used to, or what our culture has been’ I 

explained. And she said “Well, I’ve been hired to up the ante. I’ve been hired to 

make the agency more successful and that’s what I’m going to do….. and I’ve 

been given the authority to make that happen and the way I know how to do it and 

this is my choice. I appreciate your concern, but you don’t have a voice here’ 

(Renata, OIP).  

Being able to adapt your approach and style to meet the needs of the situation is an 

important skill.   

There are things in your toolkit that you should definitely use because; one, they 

help you move faster; and two, companies will benefit from them because you’ve 

developed them. But you also have to have room in your toolkit for new tools and 

you have to be able to think about things new ways. You have to have resources 

that you can go out and say, ‘It’s interesting, I’ve never seen this done this way 

before and so I’m trying to understand is that okay or should I go back and push it 

into one of the channels that I’m used to?’  (Sam, EP-SI).  
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I try to make sure that regardless of whether I viewed [the situation] as a positive 

or a negative that I learn from it and I build on it and I try to carry it forward. 

Some of that is actual skills, you know. Some of it is like, how do manage a team 

differently? How do you build an Excel tool differently?. Some of it is how do 

you deal politically with people differently? How do you deal with that person 

who’s trying to undermine you…and you know that they are, but you’re in a 

corporate environment and how do you manage through those things? (Nova, EP-

SI). 

      Summary of individual factors. The findings show that individual factors such as 

job choice, transition planning, taking time to listen and learn before making changes, 

and relationship building facilitated executive integration. The executives who were clear 

about what they wanted in a role, and took steps to assess for cultural fit before accepting 

the position were happier with the role overall. Moreover, executives found it beneficial 

to use the selection process as a time to gather information and insights about the 

organization - it’s culture, people, and processes - and then use that information to guide 

their transition strategy. Finally, taking the time to listen and learn, and building 

relationships were essential for integration success. In fact, building relationships and 

were found to be factors in every single interview, with executives and organizational 

insiders alike (see Table 7).     

      Other factors that facilitated or hindered integration were related to the 

characteristics of the individuals. Individual characteristics such as their past experience, 

leadership style, personality, and their ability to learn and adapt affected the decisions 

leaders made and the actions they took, and ultimately affected integration outcomes. All 
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of these factors interacted with one another, and with organizational factors, to shape 

integration outcomes.     

Interaction between situational, organizational, and individual factors. 

Taking an interactionist approach and looking at situational, organizational, and 

individual factors “conjointly” (Jones, 1983) revealed that individual characteristics - 

their past experience, attributional and decision-making processes, and the actions they 

took played a role in integration success. Furthermore, individual factors affected, and 

were affected by, the situation, organizational factors, including the role of organizational 

insiders; all of which took place within the cultural context of the organization via 

interpersonal interactions. The findings show that individual actions, and the interactions 

that occurred between the new executive and organizational insiders, frequently led to 

virtuous or viscous cycles.  

      Executives who had previous experience entering an organization and working in 

a variety of organizations, developed a set of personal practices to vet job opportunities, 

assess for fit, build relationships, and enter the organization in a way that demonstrated 

value for the people and the work. They conveyed that they were interested in learning 

and understanding first. These executives had a strong learning orientation, focused on 

relationship building, and were able to adapt their behavior in response to the situation. In 

turn, it was found that organizational leaders facilitated integration when they provided a 

transparent selection and hiring experience, communicated expectations, provided 

organizational and cultural insights prior to and during entry, fostered connections 

between the new executive and key stakeholders, and when there were supportive 

insiders. For example, the executives who were successful integrating (SI) - Gabriela, 
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Sam, Nova, Anthony, Darius, and Roan - utilized the information they were given and the 

support they received to thoughtfully enter into the organization and assume their role. 

They leveraged every opportunity to connect with organizational insiders, gain 

organizational and cultural insights, to listen and learn, and they maintained an open 

dialogue with their superiors and/or key stakeholders. The support they received from 

organizational insiders led to further connections and insights creating a reciprocal and 

positive reinforcing cycle. That is not to say the new executives did not encounter 

resistance, because many of them did. The resistance, however, most often came from 

insiders who were contributing to a toxic dynamic and culture in the organization. 

Ultimately those insiders left the organization on their own volition, or they were let go.  

      Sam’s (EP-SI) story illustrates the interaction between situational, organizational, 

and individual factors and as it played out through interpersonal interactions. She took all 

the steps to vet the position, develop positive relationships, took time to listen and learn, 

and developed a transition plan that she reviewed with her boss. She entered a situation, 

however, where the role had been vacant for 18 months, and before that the leader was 

“terrible”. Two women ran the division for 18 months without any oversight from 

their/Sam’s boss.  

The two women who reported underneath me, and in the most executive, most 

senior roles, who really wanted me to join were the two people who ended up 

giving me the biggest problem and I ended up having to exit.  I think they thought 

I was going to come in there and be all about supporting them. They had been 

running [the division]. They were just extremely immature and not strategic at all 

and the triangulation with my boss became very difficult and unproductive, and 
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because he was so busy, I think he just chose not to deal with it….  So, these two 

women, when they interviewed me, I think they misinterpreted [my passion to 

mean] that we would be three best friends. Soon after I joined, I was like ‘well, 

I’m in charge now’ so I’m going to make the decisions with your input, but at the 

end of the day I’m going to make the decisions and so I think that was really 

tough for them…. In the beginning I was very supportive, and I was very 

transparent. I said [to them], ‘I can’t imagine how difficult it was for you to be 

here for 18 months running this all by yourself, taking on leadership things and 

still doing kind of your job, your function’ (Sam, EP-SI). 

Sam went on to explain to them how she could support them to excel in their roles, and 

then help them advance their career.     

And they were like ‘that’s great, that’s great’.  But that really wasn’t great, and 

they were sneaky, divisive and rude. So, in the very beginning of December, I had 

a day where the two of them were really, really, really, rude, just really awful. The 

next morning, I pulled them in and said I want to be really clear: ‘This is my 

team.  I would like you to be on it, but if you aren’t going to align to what the 

vision of the new team is you should think about whether it’s still the right place 

for you, because there’s no room for this type of behavior’.  And they were so 

startled that anybody would talk to them that way. I was very nice, you know. I 

always believe feedback is for the benefit of all.  I don’t think that there’s any 

reason to be mean to people. I mean they were just so awful like I actually called 

two old colleagues and I was like listen to this story, and they were like ‘What the 

hell?!’ (Sam, EP-SI). 
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Even though Sam came into the role being very supportive and offering developmental 

feedback, the women did not respond favorably. Their behavior continued to be bad. Sam 

said “We went to [an industry conference] and they basically left me alone for the entire 

day. They didn’t introduce me to anybody, and that’s fine I’m a big girl I can figure it 

out, but there was just a lot of bad behavior”.  Sam reached out to her friend and 

executive coach to discuss the situation. The coach advised her that she was going to 

have to make a decision about who was going to be on her team.  

I was paralyzed with fear because you’ve got to remember, I don’t know anything 

about [the industry] and so I sat down with my boss and I said, after a lot of 

thoughtful developmental conversations I don’t think that [Name] and [Name] are 

the right people for the organization.  I’d like to restructure.  I haven’t put names 

on the paper, but this is how I’d like the organization to be done.  I think we can 

take some cost out of the organization this way and this is what I want to do, and 

he was so great.  He said ‘I have the perfect person for this job, why don’t you 

have dinner with them or drinks and see if that’s a match. I did and he actually 

gave me like four people to meet. He said, ‘Of course if there’s someone outside 

of the company that you want us to bring in that’s fine too’. He was really 

supportive (Sam, EP-SI). 

Sam restructured the division and brought on new members to the team and exited the 

women. She discovered later that the division “was run by two mean girls who had their 

favorites and either you were in or out. There were all these disenfranchised people who 

were just victims of these two very, very mean women”. Her boss did nothing to stop 

their behavior. She said, “[my boss] was just like, ‘I’ll just hire someone who will come 
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in and deal with it, lolol’”. Having come from a previous company with “mean girls”, 

Sam “was over sensitized to it”. She “had come out of an organization that had been 

doing a lot of that nonsense”, she said, “so I was just not going to let that happen”.  

      As Sam’s story reveals, a new executive can come in with the right characteristics 

and set of practices to enter an organization thoughtfully; nevertheless, the situation and 

cultural context can create a set of conditions where the executive’s actions may not be 

well received. The two female executives who reported to Sam, had a lot of power and 

their behavior was left unchecked. Sam utilized her executive coach to help her make 

sense of the situation and decide what she needed to do even though she was “paralyzed 

with fear”. Sam applied her knowledge, skills, and expertise – drawing on her past 

experience – to formulate a plan for how she would like to structure the organization and 

change the culture. Fortunately, her boss was supportive and a resource for her.  

     Other seasoned executives had similar experiences. Gabriela (EP-SI) encountered 

dysfunctional leaders who created a toxic environment. Organizational leaders were very 

honest with her about the situation during the selection process, and she used that 

information to carefully craft her entry strategy. She deliberately and methodically met 

with stakeholders at all levels of the organization, took time to get to know them by 

name, listened to their hopes and concerns, and then reflected back what she learned 

before taking action. Communication was essential.   

I started sending out weekly updates so everybody knew what was going on from 

the leadership perspective. Because if you’re telling people they can’t fill in the 

gaps with their own narrative and guaranteed if there’s a lack of trust for 
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leadership, a lack of transparency, the gaps they fill in are not going to be pleasant 

(Gabriela, EP-SI). 

Her relationship focused style began to make people feel heard and valued, and a 

groundswell of support began to occur. But not everyone was happy. She had one leader 

tell her that “They couldn’t work for [her] so they quit”. Others weren’t doing their job. 

When asked how she persevered during all the turmoil, she replied “because then on the 

side as you’re walking out through the parking lot somebody pulls you aside and thanks 

you. ‘Thank you so much, it’s so much better!’” (Gabriela, EP-SI).  She added,  

I have some strong resources in the central office who were really good about 

calling and checking in on me and asking if I needed anything, if they could help 

and… So – yes, really some strong supports within the higher administration even 

though they’re at a distance (Gabriela, EP-SI). 

In Gabriela’s example, she had the right set of characteristics and was able to adapt her 

style for the situation. She used the information provided to her to be extra thoughtful in 

how she developed relationships and created buy-in, and immediately began to build her 

leadership team. Her warm interpersonal leadership style and consistent and transparent 

communication helped staff begin to lower their guard and trust her. In return, they gave 

her unsolicited positive feedback about what she was doing which encouraged Gabriela 

to persevere. Gabriela said being relationship focused was a “hallmark of [her] leadership 

style” and that her “staff and faculty are lovely”. Plus, everyone was committed to the 

mission. The situational, organizational, and individual factors interacted to contribute to 

mission alignment, mutual support and reciprocity to create positive reinforcing cycles.  
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      The executive participants (EP) who had less experience transitioning into 

executive leader roles did not benefit from the lessons learned from prior experience. By 

and large, they didn’t probe for information about the structure or culture of the 

organization, but rather focused on the role and key performance objectives. Moreover, 

the situations contributed to a sense of urgency, and their organizations did not provide 

cultural insights, or any real onboarding support. For Idris (EP-UI), she had to rapidly 

build a team and immediately begin to launch programs without much help from 

organizational insiders. Organizational insiders did little to support her transition into the 

role, and communication was vague or lacking altogether. Prior to her first day, Idris 

asked about the structure of the organization and her team but the information she was 

provided was limited. She recalled a meeting during her first week on the job. 

They had scheduled a meeting with my team that would report to me but there 

was no context. I recall going into that meeting where I’m thinking it was a meet 

and greet and they were kind of there waiting for me to kind of present, you 

know, the vision or something. And I didn’t have that because for me it was about 

just meeting the people. From my perspective I wanted to listen to ‘What was 

their experience?’, ‘What was their situation?’, you know, ‘What are their 

challenges?’, ‘What do they love about their job?’, ‘What do they want to 

improve?’ That was my purpose. (Idris, EP-UI). 

The initial HR support that was supposed to help with recruitment and hiring, was pulled 

and Idris spent valuable time doing HR work– time that could have been spent building 

relationships, learning about the organization and its culture, and launching the digital 

programs. “It was unchartered territory,” she said.  
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There were no established rules of engagement or connections, nor was there any 

approach on what it means to teach online. All units had massive shifts in 

academic practices. “I had to get down in the weeds and do a lot of coaching on 

the projects, building support, and coaching.  There were 18 different project 

teams, 92 academics overall … some felt forced to do this, some were willing and 

able” (Idris, EP-UI).   

Idris went on to say that “part of the organization loves my team,” but “it’s a political 

space.” Six months into her role, “the University launched a new strategic framework, a 

whole new focus on cultural change with consultants. There was a disconnect”. While 

Idris was able to establish relationships and win over some organizational insiders, she 

never fully integrated and seemed ambivalent about her future there. Even after two years 

in her role and successfully launching the digital programs, she would overhear things 

like “’She didn’t move to (CITY)’, ‘She’s not fitting into the organization identity’” 

(Idris, EP-UI).  

      Receptivity to feedback and an ability to adapt one’s style to meet the needs and 

demands of the situation proved to be an essential quality. Even when given feedback 

that he needed to move more quickly, Theodore who failed to integrate “dismissed it as 

not true and not relevant” (Roan, OIP). Roan provided several examples.  

Some of the feedback that he got from his direct manager, who is the COO, and 

that was like ‘You’ve missed these deadlines, I need these things’. And 

[Theodore] would say ‘Well, I don’t have all the information to give you those 

things’, so …dismissed.  Or the CTO, who is also the founder, would say ‘I don’t 

like this branding, I don’t want my business card to look like this’ and he’d say 
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‘Well why would the CTO care about business cards, this is my decision’ 

…dismissed. The CEO would spend a lot of time on the wording, editing of a 

blog post, and [Theodore] would [say] ‘They’re too in the weeds. I know what’s 

best here’ … dismissed.  So, it was like each thing was kind of like stay in your 

lane, I know best, that’s not relevant here…stuff like that. He had his own 

rationale for all of it, and sort of missed the bigger pattern of feedback. He 

thought ‘These people are disorganized, they don’t know what’s most important, 

they don’t actually understand marketing’ (Roan, OIP). 

Theodore’s refusal to heed the feedback eventually led to his undoing. The feedback 

attempts by members of the leadership team didn’t yield an appropriate response from 

him. Members of the leadership team began to talk about his performance with one 

another, trying to make sense of his actions, and assess if he was making any progress. 

Initially, some members of the team thought he was making progress, but others didn’t. 

Together, as they talked to each other, they eventually concluded that Theodore just 

“doesn’t get it” and won’t get it.  

       Interpersonal interactions. According to study participants, interpersonal 

interactions are the primary vehicle through which information is transmitted, sense-

making happens, support is garnered, alignment occurs, and trust is developed. The 

quality of interactions were dependent upon a number of situational, organizational, and 

individual factors. An individual’s past experience and individual characteristics play a 

role for both the incoming executive and the organizational insiders; as does the situation, 

organizational culture and context.   
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      The findings show that the executive’s personality and leadership style played a 

role in their integration because it affected the frequency and quality of interactions. 

When the new executive director came onboard, Renata offered to support Lydia (UI) 

and share her insights. She told Lydia that she was available “to help in any way that I 

can”.  

I have been in this situation in the past, and I know what worked for me, I don’t 

know that it would work here but I can support you and make some suggestions 

for whatever it is I can do to help the process. [But Lydia] was not interested in 

any experience that I had or any background that I have or any tools I may have 

access to, she just wasn’t interested in me being a part of that (Renata, OIP). 

When asked how that encounter with Lydia affected future interactions, Renata replied,  

It made me feel dismissed and while I have been seriously devoted to the agency, 

it made me feel less devoted.  It made me regret that I was still there.  It made me 

regret that I had not taken the executive director’s job because I was one of the 

people that was approached about it and I had the opportunity to apply for it and 

get into the process and I chose not to.  It made me feel undervalued, not valued 

at all (said emphatically), not just undervalued.  It made me …it hurt my feelings.  

It made me feel less devoted, not to the agency but I guess to the management 

team.  I didn’t feel valued (Renata, OIP).  

 Renata wasn’t alone in feeling devalued and shut down. Lydia made major changes right 

away, and within the first two months of her tenure, they lost eight key staff members, 

including members of the management team. She started making changes that were just 

for the sake of change.   
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On some level it felt like she came in with a chip on her shoulder…. Everyone 

became guarded.  Everyone became a little paranoid about their ability to sustain 

their position at the agency.  They’re all very worried about ‘Oh my gosh, if I 

don’t perform, I’m going to lose my job’. There was a whole lot of confusion.  

There was a lot of poor communication.  People were trying to make sense out of 

these new policies and procedures and the way that we were doing things and they 

were all speculating on what that meant so the – you know everyone was having 

side conversations that were inconsistent with, you know, just putting in their 

two-cents and there was an awful lot of people walking around with a furrowed 

brow and confused and the general tone around the agency for the last three 

months, at least, and pardon my French is, ‘what the fuck’.  Everybody is walking 

around looking at each other without saying that, but it’s written all over their 

face (Renata, OIP). 

Lydia’s personality was described as top-down, authoritarian, and micro-managing. She 

immediately implemented a time study where everyone had to report their activity in 15-

minute increments. Renata described the work as “already tremendously burdensome” 

which was exacerbated by the time study.  The organizational climate changed 

dramatically. People shut down and kept to themselves. Many left. According to Renata, 

who left the organization a month after the initial interview, and five months after Lydia 

started, the organizational climate felt “very different...  it feels heartbreaking” (Renata, 

OIP). 
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      In another case, organizational leaders went to great strides to onboard their new 

CFO, to support her, and make her feel welcome. She resisted the overtures, shut her 

office door, and went to work.   

[She made] a lot of forward progress on some pretty big priorities and at the same 

time it just was like God, you know, one step forward, two steps back all the time 

in terms of really how this person led and how they operated or really the lack of 

leadership in being open and transparent and really collegial in a way that you 

know kind of fosters that right team, that right environment…. What I saw happen 

was it started to really ripple in a way that people shut down in terms of really 

providing input and feedback and ideas in a way that would you know make the 

organization stronger and a climate of mistrust and fear was happening and 

because she was a senior leader then you know what comes from that is like ‘Oh 

is this what the senior leadership team endorses, is this really who they are?’  So, 

it really had a wide-reaching effect.   

     The interpersonal relations and the damage that was done within, not only her 

team, but with her colleagues, that just had such a huge ripple effect on the 

organization in such a negative way that you know, it just was far worse than [I 

thought] possible. Even after quite a significant amount of coaching, executive 

coaching, bringing in, you know, support and also being very clear on what the 

problems were and what needed to change, there was a lot of defensiveness. In the 

end, it was not the right match, at all, for the organization or for this person 

(Sophia, OIP). 
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     In Walt’s (EP-UI) case, after he was hired but before his first day, he got a “call from 

the acting director because the director has left”.   

So, the acting director is calling me and says we have to submit our final budget.  

Mind you, I haven’t met this person ever and I have never seen the budget, lolol, 

and I haven’t started my job, right -- but she calls me and says we have to submit 

the final budget, and I said, ‘Cool, let’s submit the final budget’. And she says, 

‘but we’re 9 million dollars short’ and I said ‘well, then we’re 9 million dollars 

short’. So, then she starts crying. This is the acting director, lolol, whom I’ve 

never met!  I don’t know her from Adam. And after a 30-minute conversation she 

starts crying, and she says, ‘I feel you don’t trust me’. LOL…I haven’t met you!!  

LOL. So that’s how that started. (Walt, EP-UI). 

The acting director cried “at least once a week” during their phone briefings. When Walt 

finally meets with the CAO for the first time, “she asked about the acting director, the 

second sentence was: ‘Is she still crying all the time?’”. The CAO and the Board knew 

that the acting director was “emotionally unstable, known for crying, right, but [they] put 

her at the head of the Department” (Walt, EP-UI). These interactions coupled with other 

organizational insiders lying to him, a budget deficit that was kept hidden from the CAO 

and Board, a lack of sound financial systems and practices, and a weak leadership bench 

led Walt to conclude that while the organization had many strengths, there was a lot of 

incompetence. “There was no intellectual honesty”, and “a lack of competence that was 

striking” (Walt, EP-UI).  When he was able to assess his leadership team, he described 

being “aghast at their level of incompetence”. Walt took a firm stance. He fired half of 

his leadership team and changed some practices that, while not illegal were unethical, and 
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had been going on for a long time. He made many people unhappy by blocking covert 

activities and forcing them into the light, and in doing so he revealed unhealthy parts of 

the culture. By his own admission, Walt’s “stubbornness” and unwillingness to yield 

contributed to the dynamic that eventually led to his departure from the organization.  

I could have been more the middle way person, right, but I have been an ass to 

others. I was at times hard and abrupt, knowing that folks needed me to be slow in 

my movements, so to speak, in my emotional and physical movements and slow 

in my decisions, because I’m a really fast thinker, I get stuff really fast, people 

around me typically are processing not as fast as I am, or they’re not jumping to 

conclusions as I do…. But, I felt rushed and I succumbed to that (Walt, EP-UI). 

Summary of the interaction among factors. Throughout this study the findings 

reveal an interaction among situational, organizational, and individual factors. In fact, it 

was impossible to tease out any one factor as being responsible for executive integration 

outcomes. To illustrate this point, Figure 12 depicts one preentry phase and shows how 

individual factors influence job choice, culture fit and integration, and how organizational 

factors influence executive selection, culture fit, and integration. Individual factors and 

organizational factors do not occur in isolation. Therefore, Figure 13 depicts the 

interaction that occurs through the necessary information exchange between the executive 

and organizational insiders via interpersonal interactions and how those interactions 

evolve across time to affect integration outcomes. Finally, Figure 13 depicts an example 

of how the situation interacts with individual and organizational factors. In three cases, 

the executive was hired during an organizational crisis which magnified pressures and 

shortened the time between executive selection and the executive’s first day.  
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Figure 12. Depiction of how individual and organizational factors affect executive 

integration during the pre-entry phase.   

An individual’s history and characteristics influence decision making, job choice, 

culture fit, and integration. Organizational factors affect selection practices, culture 

fit, and integration success. Assessing for cultural fit followed by selection/job 

choice based on perceived culture fit is the first step towards ensuring there is 

person-organizational culture fit. As this study shows, culture fit is a necessary 

condition for executive integration. When individuals and organizational leaders fail 

to assess and select for fit there is a greater likelihood that there won’t be a good fit.       
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Figure 13. Depiction of how individual and organizational factors interact through 

information exchange and via interpersonal interactions.  

Individuals need information from organizational insiders to assess if the role and 

culture of the organization is the right fit for them or not. Likewise, organizations need 

information from the individual to determine if the person is a good for the role and 

organizational culture or not.  Information is exchanged through interpersonal 

communication and interactions. When individuals and organizational leaders fail to 

disclose information pertaining to fit, it reduces the likelihood of selecting for fit and 

reduces the new leader’s ability to adapt their behavior responsively during 

organizational entry.   
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Figure 14. Depiction of how situational factors interact with individual and 

organizational factors during the pre-entry phase to affect integration outcomes.  

In this figure, the situational factor depicted was an organizational crisis. Three 

executive participants were hired during a crisis, two of whom were unsuccessful 

integrating (i.e., Zoe and Walt). The crisis exacerbated the pressure on organizational 

leaders to find someone quickly who could address the situation thus shortening the 

time from role vacancy to selection. The shortened timeframe also put pressures on 

candidates to make a job choice.  
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Summary of the Findings  

      The results reveal that executive integration is a multifaceted, non-linear, and 

unpredictable phenomena that occurs within an organizational and cultural context and is 

affected by situational, organizational, and individual factors via interpersonal 

interactions. Moreover, a performance paradox was found. Performance is necessary for 

executive integration but does not guarantee integration. Executives who are successful 

integrating into the organization must meet performance expectations as well as fit with 

the organizational culture. In addition to the above, it was found that taking time to listen 

and learn, and build relationships was essential for integration success.  

         The findings show that person-culture fit was one of the most important aspects of 

executive integration and was affected by situational, organizational, and individual 

factors. Organizational practices, especially those that occur preentry, can facilitate or 

hinder executive integration. Executive selection was identified as particularly important 

for finding a candidate who met both the technical needs of the job and a good culture fit 

for the organization.  Other practices included providing a realistic job preview (RJP), 

clarifying expectations, and providing preentry support to initiate learning and foster 

connections.  

      Individuals also play a role in the selection processes via job choices. Several 

executives had clarity about the kind of organizations and organizational cultures they 

wanted to be part of and took steps to ask questions and learn if the organization would 

be a good fit for them. Taking steps to vet job opportunities for culture fit resulted in 

good matches for the executives who did so. To the extent that organizational leaders 

were candid and provided RJPs, it gave executives needed insights to help guide their 
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decisions. Likewise, the interpersonal interactions during the selection process provided 

critical information on the potential fit.  

      Moreover, situational factors influenced decision making processes on both the 

organizational and individual side of the equation. On the organizational side, decisions 

were made to hire someone because “the need was so great for the skill level” (Sophia, 

OIP), or they lacked the expertise and were in an organizational crisis so moved quickly 

in their hiring decisions, not being careful to ensure the person was a good cultural fit. On 

the individual side, executives who entered a crisis situation experienced a tremendous 

amount of pressure to perform right away. The performance pressure overrode what they 

knew they needed to do so they acted quickly without creating the necessary relationships 

and buy-in first.  Situational factors also influenced individual motivation to join or not 

join an organization. Those factors included relocation considerations, job wants and 

needs, career aspirations, and even the reputation of the organization.  

      Taking time to listen and learn and to develop relationships are two important, 

and interacting factors, in executive integration. Organizational leaders that explicitly 

stated expectations and/or encouraged new executives to take time to listen and learn 

facilitated opportunities for the executive to learn about important organizational 

practices and culture and provided time for the executives to get to know stakeholders 

throughout the organization and build important relationships. At the same time, 

executives who are relationship oriented and were deliberate in how they took time to 

learn about the organization and fostered connections before implementing changes were 

more successful integrating. An interaction was found between organizational factors and 

individual factors. When the organizational leaders and the new executive took action to 
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ensure there was time to listen and learn, and prioritize relationship building, it 

accelerated the executive’s learning and the number of positive connections s/he was able 

to form. When organizational leaders took steps to support early learning and relationship 

building but the executive’s personality and individual characteristics precluded him or 

her from taking advantage of those opportunities, the executive struggled to be successful 

integrating into the culture even when his/her job performance was satisfactory.  

     Finally, interpersonal interactions affected how the situational, organizational, and 

individual factors played out to affect the integration of incoming new executives. The 

response to actions from executives to organizational insiders, and from organizational 

insiders to executives, frequently led to positive or negative reinforcing cycles and was 

influenced by the historical and cultural context of organizations and the actors. 

Externally hired executives need to understand how to make sense of and properly 

interpret their experiences so they can navigate the personal and cultural landmines that 

could derail their success. Understanding the situation is not sufficient without also 

understanding what brought the situation about, and what that really means to 

organizational insiders.   
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Chapter 5:  Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
 
      This study addressed a problem of practice and examined factors that facilitated 

or hindered the integration of externally hired executive level leaders into the new 

organization. The literature shows that the failure rates for externally hired leaders range 

from 40% to 64% (Bradt et al., 2001) with far reaching implications (Conger & Fishel, 

2007; Downey et al., 2001; Gabarro, 1987; Phillips & Edwards, 2009; Watkins, 2003). 

While the organizational socialization literature has examined newcomer integration for 

employees at lower levels in the hierarchy, it has remained relatively silent on executive 

integration (Ashforth et al., 2007). The leader transition literature, on the other hand, 

addresses leader transitions but puts the onus of integrating into the organization on the 

incoming leader and has largely overlooked the role of the organization (Ciampa & 

Watkins, 1999; Watkins, 2003).  

       The process of an individual joining an organization in the executive ranks is 

dynamic and unpredictable. Executives are sought for their performance capabilities but 

performance – even stellar performance – does not guarantee their success. This study 

brings together the two perspectives on executive integration (individual and 

organizational factors) and reveals that executive integration is a complex, multi-faceted 

phenomena. Numerous interacting factors (organizational, individual, and situational), 

along various points in time, affect executive integration success and failure. These 

factors are not causal in and of themselves but taken together alter the trajectory and 

outcome of organizational entry and integration for externally hired leaders.  

      The findings confirm that integration cannot be fully understood without 

analyzing the individual and the organization conjointly (Jones, 1983). It likewise 
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confirms that integration is a function of the interaction between the situation, the 

individual, and organization (Reicher, 1987; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; Watkins, 2003), via 

interpersonal interactions (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Kammeyer-Mueller & 

Wanberg, 2003; Reichers, 1987; Saks & Ashforth, 1997) through which new meaning, 

and identity are formed (Mead, 1934; Stacey, 2001, 2003; Weick, 2001).  

      Independently, with few exceptions (see Conger, 2012; Denis et al., 2000; 

Downey, 2001; Jones, 1983; Watkins, 2014), the scholarly and practitioner literature fail 

to adequately account for the phenomenon of integration at the executive level but taken 

together point to factors that contribute to integration outcomes. This study incorporated 

elements from the scholarly and practitioner literature to reveal key insights into the 

complexity of executive integration and makes a contribution by addressing important 

gaps in the literature.   

         This chapter starts with a review of different integration outcomes, and then 

presents a brief discussion of the findings followed by study conclusions drawn as the 

result of an in-depth analysis of those findings. The remainder of the chapter covers study 

implications, limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and a 

summary. 

Integration Outcomes 

      Denis et al. (2000) identified four possible integration outcomes for new leaders: 

assimilation, accommodation, transformation, and parallelism. The first three are 

considered to be successful integration outcomes whereas parallelism - where neither the 

individual nor the organization make adjustments - is considered an integration failure. 

Assimilation occurs when leaders adopt the organizational culture, behaviors and 
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attitudes, and adjust to meet the role expectations of the organization (Denis et al., 2000; 

Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Assimilation is the typical integration outcome for new 

non-leader level employees where they are expected to embrace the organizational 

culture and practices (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Executives, on the other hand, are 

frequently hired to bring about change. When an executive is hired to radically change 

(or transform) the organization then transformation is considered a successful integration 

outcome. 

     In this study, the executives were not hired to transform organizations. Rather 

they were expected to bring about change by launching a new initiative, professionalizing 

the business unit, bringing a department into legal compliance, addressing an 

organizational crisis, or helping the organization scale. The scope of the change was 

largely limited to the business unit or department and did not fall under organization-

wide transformation even if the change affected all aspects of the organization (e.g., 

professionalize HR). The successful integration outcome for the executives in this study, 

therefore, is accommodation. Accommodation reflects the mutual adjustment process of 

both the individual and the organization.  

Interpretation of the Findings and Conclusions 

      The findings of this study are interpreted through the relevant literature and the 

theoretical lens, Complex Responsive Processes (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000), 

which elucidated the dynamic interacting processes and resultant complexity that happens 

when an executive joins an organization and how those interactions have the potential to 

change the course of integration through virtuous or vicious cycles (Ashford & 

Nurmohamed, 2012; Wanous, 1992; Watkins, 2003; 2014). Specifically, organizational, 
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individual, and situational factors were found to interact in unpredictable ways via 

interpersonal interactions to affect executive integration (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987). 

This finding is consistent with the argument that the characteristics and actions of 

newcomers interact with the local context and organizational insiders to affect integration 

(Jones, 1983), and that interpersonal interactions are “the primary vehicle through which 

initial socialization occurs” (Reichers, 1987, p. 278). 

 Drawing upon symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934), CRP is a complexity theory 

based on human interactions (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). CRP holds that 

individuals are complex biopsychosocial-cultural beings with individual characteristics 

and histories that shape how they perceive the world, their role in the world, and affect 

the choices they make and actions they take. According to CRP, individual actions are 

based on expectations for the future via reconstructions of the past. When individuals 

come together, and interact with one another, they do so as a sense-making process, in the 

interest of individual and collective goals, and they interact in cooperative and 

competitive ways as an expression of their identity. When the degree to which individuals 

differ in their interpretation of (or goals for) the situation hits a critical threshold, 

producing conflicting constraints on each other, there emerges a spontaneous capacity for 

novelty and thus unpredictability. Figure 15 illustrates interpersonal interactions as 

iterative based on expectations for the future via reconstructions of the past.  
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One can never anticipate the full range of possible gestures and responses given 

that individual characteristics, histories, motivations, values, beliefs, identities, and 

interpretations of the situation vary. What is meaningful and relevant to Individual A may 

be completely different for Individual B. As Individual A and Individual B interact 

through gesture and response, each gesture and response have the potential to transform 

the interaction. The interaction becomes symbolic when the response to the gesture gives 

meaning to the interaction (Mead, 1934; Stacey, 2001, 2003; Stacey et al, 2000). This 

was most evident in the interactions between Zoe (EP-UI), an executive participant (EP) 

who experienced an unsuccessful integration (UI), and April (an organizational insider); 

and between Walt (EP-UI) and the Interim Director. In both cases, the executives – Zoe 

and Walt – asked questions about organizational practices (e.g., training and budgeting 

respectively). What was described as a simple inquiry by Zoe and Walt, was interpreted 

as criticism by the two organizational insiders who reacted with strong emotion. April 

became “snippy” and “defensive” with Zoe. The Interim Director cried and accused Walt 

of being critical of her. The emotional response Zoe and Walt received from their inquiry 

Figure 15. Simultaneous processes of iterative reciprocal interaction based on 

individual expectations for the future via reconstructions of the past.  

Individual B Individual A Reconstruction 
of the past 
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surprised and baffled them. It also began to color their view of the other person and the 

organization. Actions and interactions are fluid, dynamic, and unpredictable (Stacey, 

2001, 2003; Stacey et al, 2000).   

Each momentary thought, feeling, or action represents a punctuation point in a 

continuous flow of events that interact over time, producing a complex trajectory 

of points that defines one’s personal and interpersonal lives. To understand and 

appreciate human thought and behavior requires the identification of meaningful 

patterns in the flow of experience, while acknowledging the potential for 

transformation of these patterns due to the particular confluence of forces at any 

point in time (Vallacher, Coleman, Nowak, Bui-Wrzosinska, Liebovitchm, 

Kugler, & Bartoli, 2013, p. 54). 

This study supports existing literature that asserts an individual’s biographical 

experiences (Beyer & Hannah, 2002; Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980; 

Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000) and individual characteristics (de Vries, 2018; 

Geukes et al., 2018; Jones, 1983; Lam et al., 2018; Yukl, 2006) influence their actions 

and how they interact with others. When it comes to organizational entry, the actions 

most likely to affect executive integration, according to the findings of this study, are 

their decisions around job choice, approach to learning, adaptation, and relationship 

building (see Figure 16 for revised conceptual framework).  
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Figure 16. Revised conceptual framework depicting how individual factors (e.g., 

biographical history, and individual characteristics affect their actions, and how 

organizational factors (e.g., history, culture, conditions, and organizational insiders) 

affect organizational practices. Context is depicted by shaded area. When new leaders 

and organizational insiders interact within a given context, that interaction has the 

potential to transform the interaction and alter the trajectory of executive integration.  
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     The findings are also consistent with the literature that suggest organizational 

factors, such as the history, culture (Carroll, Dye, & Wager, 2011; Schein, 2010), and 

conditions (Saks & Ashforth, 1997; Watson, 2003) of the organization along with 

organizational insiders (Feldman, 2012), influence organizational practices and the ways 

in which organizational insiders interact with new leaders to affect outcomes. These 

factors are mutually constituted. Finally, situational factors interact with individual and 

organizational factors via interpersonal interactions to facilitate or hinder integration.    

The following sections are organized according to general study conclusions, 

followed by major conclusions related to organizational factors, and major conclusions 

related to individual factors.  

General Study Conclusions 

The general findings and major conclusions reveal that: 1) Executive integration 

is a multi-faceted, non-linear, and unpredictable phenomenon involving the interaction 

between situational, organizational and individual factors; 2) a performance paradox 

exists, and 3) culture fit (or rather culture compatibility) is a requisite for executive 

integration.  

      Conclusion 1. Executive integration is a multi-faceted, non-linear, and 

unpredictable phenomena. Crossing the organizational boundary may be the most 

significant crucible in a leader’s career as it is laden with risk and opportunity (Conger, 

2012; Katz, 1980; Van Maanen, 1978). The sheer number of variables make it impossible 

for the new leader to fully grasp the situation let alone control it, dispelling the myth that 

the new leader through his/her actions can determine the outcomes (Stacey, 2000, 2003).         

.                                                                                                                      
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That is not to say that the advice from leading scholars is without merit. On the contrary, 

leaders who follow the recommendations and prepare for their transitions, adopt effective 

learning strategies, who match actions to the situation, build relationships and coalitions 

of support, fair far better than those who do not (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; Downey, 

2001; Watkins, 2003). The key here, according to the findings of this study, is that by 

following the transition advice the leader is better able to gain critical insights into the 

organization’s history and culture and use that information to adapt his/her style and 

approach in a responsive manner to the current needs and realities of the organization 

(Lahey, 2014). As the new leader adjusts his/her approach to better match the culture, 

s/he reduces the degree of potential variability between themselves and organizational 

insiders. Reducing variability serves to minimize the likelihood of novelty, and thus the 

possibility of conflict, arising in the interactions with organizational insiders. According 

to Stacey and colleagues, novelty is the source from which self-organization, emergence, 

and non-proportionality arise (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). Therefore, a 

responsive approach, one that matches the situation, helps to minimize internal disruption 

and resistance (Watkins, 2003). But this is only part of the story. The other part of the 

story pertains to the decisions the leader makes in regard to the organization s/he chooses 

to join as well as factors associated with organization. 

      The organization with its history, culture, practices, and actors plays a significant 

role in facilitating or hindering executive integration (Carroll et al., 2011; Feldman, 2012; 

Miller, 2006; Schein, 2010; Watkins, 2003). Organizational factors are not causal in the 

linear sense but interact with the situation and individual in a dynamic fashion to affect 

outcomes (Jones, 1983). The findings show that organizational practices can help reduce 
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the variability that exists between a new leader and organizational insiders to decrease 

disruptive capacities. The first place where organizational practices aid in reducing the 

number of differences between the new leader and organizational insiders is through 

executive selection. Getting clarity about what is needed in the role culturally and 

performance wise, and then hiring accordingly is an important step in setting the new 

leader up for success (Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Wanous, 1992). Once the executive has 

been hired then pre-boarding - a set of organizational practices that occur prior to the 

executive’s first day - was shown to help the new leader come up to speed, begin to get to 

know organizational insiders, and prepare them for their entry into the organization. The 

literature shows that pre-boarding is a best practice especially when combined as part of 

the overall talent management approach (Aberdeen Group, 2008; Bradt, 2012; Dai & 

DeMuese, 2007; Day, 2009; Lahey, 2014). The more informed the executive is prior to 

starting their role, the greater the likelihood that s/he can utilize that information to 

develop a culturally and socially sensitive transition approach and avoid missteps during 

organizational entry (Saks & Gruman, 2012; Sessa & Taylor, 2000).   

      Organizational entry is a high stakes affair (Conger, 2012; Daniel & Crawford, 

2011; Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003) not only for the new leader but for the 

organization and everyone who occupies a role in proximity to the new leader (Katz & 

Kahn, 1978). As the leader assumes and enacts his/her role their actions have a 

corresponding impact on the role, power, and identity of others (Katz & Kahn, 1978). It 

is impossible for the new leader to comprehend the meaning of his/her behavior in a new 

environment without first understanding the historical and cultural context. 

Organizational leaders can help reduce disruption by structuring learning for the new 
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leader and fostering connections between the new leader and organizational insiders. 

Organizational practices that provide cultural insights and promote social learning and 

connection serve to prepare the new leader with the information and support s/he needs to 

adapt and integrate responsively. Ultimately, it is up to the new leader to adjust his/her 

behavior. However, organizational practices facilitate that process by providing the 

structure and content of learning.  

 As the findings attest, the process of an executive joining and integrating into an 

organization is messy. It is laden with ups and downs, twists and turns, and at times, 

abrupt and surprising endings. There is nothing linear about it. Nonlinearity and 

unpredictability were found throughout the study. The vicissitudes of executive 

integration are best illustrated through the comparative stories of Gabriela and Zoe. There 

were many similarities in their backgrounds and the organizational situation they entered. 

And yet, their outcomes could not have been more different. Self-organization and 

emergence took the form of “support” for Gabriela, and “undermining” for Zoe. The 

literature shows that early support or undermining from organizational insiders have 

important distal outcomes (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). The actions of 

organizational insiders, however, do not occur in a vacuum. Gabriela and Zoe were 

parties to the interactions and dynamics. Each action and interaction transformed the next 

until a pattern of interaction was established that ultimately led to different integration 

outcomes. CRP holds that the future is perpetually constructed in the living present 

through human interactions. Actions enable and constrain future actions such that the 

future cannot be known until it arrives (Stacey, 2001, 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). Once 
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patterns of behavior and interaction are established, they become part of the structure 

within organizational systems.    

This study together with the relevant literature, show that executive integration is 

multifaceted and complex. Integration outcomes are the result of the interaction between 

the individual with his/her biographical experiences and characteristics, the organization 

with its history, culture, and practices, and the situation (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987).  

      Conclusion 2. A performance paradox exists. The findings show that executive 

performance is a necessary but insufficient condition for executive integration. New 

executives are hired for their performance capabilities to help the organization execute its 

strategies and achieve its goals. Organizations exert enormous pressure on the new 

executive to ramp up and become productive. “New leaders must prove themselves 

quickly, but the quest for rapid results is inherently dangerous” (Van Buren & 

Safferstone, 2009, 55). Performance is indispensable for executive success. Failure to 

perform means failure to integrate. The reverse does not necessarily hold true; 

performance does not ensure integration.   

Of the executives in this study who did not successfully integrate into the 

organization, only one of them, failed to meet performance expectations. The other 

executives who failed to integrate had met and/or exceeded the performance objectives 

communicated to them at time of hire (for example see Zoe, Walt, Idris, Scott, Arya). The 

primary reason for integration failures, according to every study participant, wasn’t 

performance related. Sessa and Taylor (2000) argue that “except in severe cases of 

misconduct, strengths and weaknesses in performance rarely make the difference 

between successful and unsuccessful executives” (p. 21). Rather, the focus should be on 
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how the executive achieves bottom-line organizational results and the relationships they 

build.  

      Conclusion 3. Person-organizational culture fit/compatibility is a requisite 

for integration. The findings unequivocally point to culture fit as one of the most 

important factors affecting executive integration. While there is a lack of agreement on 

the definition of organizational culture in the literature, the term “culture” typically 

includes reference to that which gives “meaning”, is “shared” among organizational 

insiders, and “that which is distinctive or unique to a particular context” (Martin, 2002, p. 

56). Interestingly, the participants in this study used the term “culture” as a catch-all 

concept, at times describing organizational conditions (e.g., organizational size, resource 

constrained) as part of the culture. This study did not examine organizational culture but 

for the purpose of clarifying culture as it relates to person-organizational culture fit, 

Alvesson’s (2011) description seems most fitting. Alvesson describes organizational 

culture as “a shared and learned world of experiences, meanings, values, and 

understandings that inform people and that are expressed, reproduced, and communicated 

partly in symbolic form” (p. 15). This definition is in alignment with the theoretical 

foundations of this study which adopts the interpretive perspective (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979; Crotty, 1998) and is grounded in symbolic interactionism. 

Person-organizational culture fit reflects a match or congruence between the 

values, norms, meanings, and behaviors of the new leader and organizational insiders. In 

every interview culture fit was identified as a primary reason for integration success and 

failure. The executives who were successful integrating into the organization were 

described as a good culture fit, whereas those who were not successful were described as 
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a poor culture fit. This finding is consonant with the literature which identifies lack of a 

culture fit as one of the primary reasons new leaders fail (Applebaum & Valero, 2007; 

Egon Zender, 2013; Watkins, 2007).  

Every organization has its own history of shared experiences, norms, values, and 

meanings - - its own ways of doing things, its own culture. When the behavior and 

characteristics of the new leader are compatible with the organizational culture then the 

liklihood of a cultural clash is averted and disruption diminished (Van Maanen & Schein, 

1979). When the new leader is not a good culture fit then s/he is more likely to be out of 

sync with the rhythms and patterns of interactions, more likely to violate cultural norms 

or worse, violate “sacred cows”, that are deeply held assumptions and values (Alvesson, 

2011). “The potential for conflict increases as the number of differences between 

newcomers and insiders increases” (Wanous, 1992, p. 200). Person-organizational culture 

fit minimizes those differences. According to the theory of complex responsive processes 

(CRP), the greater the degree of difference between individuals (e.g., the new leader and 

organizational insiders) the greater the likelihood for self-organization, emergence, and 

unpredictability to occur (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000).  

      This finding points to a gap in the literature and a gap in practice. The 

socialization literature highlights the importance of socialization tactics and practices to 

assimilate new employees into the organization’s culture and work processes (Van 

Maanen & Schein, 1979) and to increase person-organization fit (Cable & Parsons, 2001; 

Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Judge & Cable, 1997). Socialization preserves organizational 

traditions and culture by ensuring the newcomer does not disrupt the pattern of activities 

or cultural norms (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Socialization is aimed at getting 
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newcomers to accept the dominant beliefs and customary ways of doing things. 

Newcomers are expected to “acquire the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume 

the organizational role” (p. 211). The goal of socialization can be described as one of 

control and conformity (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979; Wanous, 1992): cultural 

conformity, process conformity, role conformity. Problems arise when new newcomers 

do not act in accordance with those expectations. 

      As noted previously, the socialization literature focuses primarily on career 

entrants and new recruits (Ashforth et al., 2007). With a few exceptions (see Conger, 

2012; Conger & Fishel, 2007), integrating new leaders into organizations has been 

missing from this strand of research. Unlike employees hired into lower levels of the 

organization, executives are expected to add value by bringing in new expertise and 

experience, key business insights, and to implement initiatives that by their very nature 

will change the structure, systems, and practices (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999; Gabarro, 

1987; Watkins, 2003), and thereby the culture of the organization (Kramer, 2010; Schein, 

2010). The typical newcomer socialization tactics and practices (hereafter referred to as 

onboarding) do not fit perfectly with the unique requirements of integrating executives.  

      The executives in this study were hired to initiate some type of change. The goal 

wasn’t exact cultural conformity or even role conformity as seven of the new executives 

were expected to create or innovate the role they were hired to fill. What is clear, 

however, is that there needs to be some compatibility, or at least cultural sensitivity and 

responsivity, between the executive and the culture of the organization for him/her to 

effectively navigate social and cultural dynamics in such a way to avoid cultural 

landmines and minimize disruption.  
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 The findings show that certain organizational factors and practices and individual 

factors and actions contribute to person-organizational culture fit (see Figure 13 for the 

revised conceptual framework). Major conclusions related to organizational factors are 

presented next, followed by major conclusions related to individual factors.    

Major Conclusions Related to Organizational Factors 

      Organizational factors were shown to facilitate or hinder executive integration.  

Those most significant according to this study, are factors associated with organizational 

practices beginning with executive selection. Figure 17, brought forward from Chapter 4, 

illustrates the connection between organizational factors and processes and executive 

integration outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

Organizational Factors and Processes 

Culture  
Fit 

Executive Selection 
-  Hire for culture fit 
 
Other Practices 
- Realistic Job Preview 

(RJP) 
- Clarifying expectations 
- Structured learning/ 

support 
- Fostering connections 

Individual (new 
executive) decision 

making,  
learning, and 

relationship building 

Executive 
Integration History 

Culture/ 
conditions 

Organizational 
Insiders 
 

Figure 17. Organizational factors and processes that were shown to affect culture fit 

and thereby executive integration outcomes. 
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      Conclusion 4. Executive integration begins with executive selection. Executive 

selection has been positioned as an important strategic business decision (Sessa & Taylor, 

2000; Smith & Howard, 2009). Organizations must get executive selection right if they 

hope to reduce executive failure. Executive selection is the first place where candidates 

can get vetted for their business-related competencies and person-organizational culture 

fit. Without exception, every organizational insider in this study identified selection as a 

root cause of integration failure, with seven out of ten declaring that executive selection 

is the single most important factor. Selection was a theme for every executive participant 

as well. Interestingly, with few exceptions, most notably Sessa and Taylor (2000), the 

literature has been virtually silent on executive selection as a factor for integration (see 

also Bradt, 2012; Conger, 2012; Smith & Howard, 2009; Wanous, 1992).  

Executive selection processes have been described in the literature as “illogical 

and slipshod” (Smith & Howard, 2009, p. 147) and those tasked with making the 

decisions as “untrained amateurs (boards of directors and other executives)”. Further, 

executive selection has been criticized for an overreliance on “unstructured interviews 

and reference checks, tools that inhabit the low end of the validity continuum (Howard, 

2001)” (Smith & Howard, 2009, p. 147). In this study, four main contributing factors 

were associated with poor selection: 1) Job analysis, 2) selection practices, 3) the people 

who are involved in making selection decisions, and 4) the use of realistic job previews. 

      Job analysis and requirements. The first step in effective selection is job analysis 

and identifying role requirements. It involves understanding the business context (Smith 

& Howard, 2009), current organizational needs and realities, and analyzing the role the 

executive is expected to fill (Woods & Hinton, 2017). Given the strategic importance of 
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executive roles, job analysis is essential because it “allows practitioners to gain a 

thorough understanding of the nature of a job, and the characteristics required for 

someone to be able to be effective in that job” (Woods & Hinton, 2017, p. 4).   

     In eight study examples, executives were hired into newly formed roles which 

were created in response to rapid growth or through restructuring to gain operational 

efficiencies and/or strategic advantage. In the case of two start-ups, the newly formed 

roles typified executive level positions created to increase the organization’s capacity and 

to alleviate the burden on founding members who were serving in multiple roles 

simultaneously. In several instances, the executive who was hired was a mismatch for the 

organization’s cultural and operating environment due to a lack of clarity about what was 

needed in the role by the selection committee. Executives who were accustomed to 

having a large team of people to delegate tasks to, for example, did not perform as well in 

lower resourced, scrappy environments where everyone, including themselves, had to roll 

up their sleeves. One of the main hiring mistakes organizational leaders make is not 

knowing what is needed in a job (Smart & Street, 2008). Analyzing what is needed and 

identifying role requirements beforehand helps organizational leaders avoid costly 

selection mistakes by providing a set of guidelines and criteria to assess potential 

candidates against.  

     The output of the job analysis is a candidate profile with position and candidate 

requirements. The profile articulates certain organizational conditions and lists the unique 

experience, KSA as well as other attributes - like personality, attitudes, values and traits - 

needed to function effectively within the organizational culture, structure, and operational 

conditions (Woods & Hinton, 2017). Developing a candidate scorecard to evaluate 
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candidates against during selection was identified as an additional tool by several 

organizational insider participants (OIP). Candidate profiles and scorecards serve as a 

tool to guide recruitment and selection (Smart & Street, 2008). When the analysis hasn’t 

been done thoroughly upfront it affects the quality of the tools, the type of candidates 

who get recruited, and ultimately can lead to poor selection outcomes as attested by the 

findings in this study.  

      Selection practices.  Selection practices are designed to screen and assess 

candidates to ensure they have the qualifications needed for performance aspects of the 

role and to determine person-organizational culture fit. Poor fit is a key factor in leader 

derailment and integration failure (Watkins, 2007) suggesting that while organizations 

are good at assessing for technical skills, they need to do a much better job assessing for 

fit (Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Smart & Street, 2008). The findings show that when it came 

to making the final selection, organizational leaders chose the candidate who was the 

most experienced and best technical match for the job. Some organizational leaders 

rationalized that if they had an executive who had the right set of experiences and 

expertise then they could coach that person on their soft skills, only to discover that key 

characteristics of the executive were immutable. These selection decisions invariably led 

to failure, or in one case where the executive was still with the organization at the time of 

the interview, to reduced employee morale and intentions to leave.  

A challenge in executive selection is the fact that there are fewer potential 

candidates for executive level roles. Flatter organizational structures and a lack of 

investment in succession planning has created a leadership vacuum (Sessa & Taylor, 
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2000). After screening for experience and the right technical capabilities, the pool of 

candidates can be narrow.  

      The nature of selection presents a unique obstacle to assessing for fit. Experience 

and expertise are relatively straight forward. The person’s resume and LinkedIn profile 

provide a list of positions they’ve held, their skills, educational background, 

certifications, and accomplishments. A lot can be inferred about the person’s technical 

qualifications from this information. What is unknown is how the person executes their 

roles, the values that guide their behavior, how they respond to pressure, work with 

others and build teams. In other words, culture fit, interpersonal, and relationship skills 

remain opaque using traditional selection practices. Robust selection practices on the 

other hand assess the candidate for their performance capability and for fit (Sessa & 

Taylor, 2000). The selection practices found to be most useful in assessing a candidate 

for fit, according to the OIP, include behavioral interviewing, biographical interviewing, 

and assessments. It should be noted that the literature shows mixed findings regarding an 

interviewer’s ability to assess a candidate for fit (Cable & Judge, 1997).   

       According to the OIPs, behavioral interviewing helps the organization understand 

how a candidate might perform by soliciting specific examples of how the candidate 

handled similar situations in the past. Interview questions are tailored to the unique needs 

and conditions of the organization and role requirements. It was suggested that behavioral 

interviewing has several benefits. First, it provides real life examples of how the 

candidate has performed in the past. In addition, it enables the organization to learn about 

the candidate’s experience, work/leadership style, and personality; and it helps 

interviewers assess for fit. The assumption with behavioral interviewing is that past 
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performance predicts future performance. Hollenbeck (2009) would qualify that 

assumption with “past performance predicts future performance—sometimes…  

Given dramatically different performance demands, predicting from past performance 

may get dicey” (Hollenbeck, 2009, p. 131).  

      Another interviewing technique identified by the OIP can best be described as 

biographical. Several CHROs described asking about the candidate’s past, their career 

goals, why they made those career choices, what type of leaders they liked working for 

and why. The purpose of the biographical approach was to discern what motivates the 

candidate, what they value in their work, and the type of people they like to work with. It 

surfaces the candidate’s thinking, beliefs, and values. It also serves to put the candidate at 

ease since the focus isn’t on the requirements of the job but rather learning about the 

person. The idea is that when the candidate becomes more relaxed, their personality 

becomes more visible.  

      Scholars argue that assessing candidates for their competencies and characteristics 

is an important executive selection practice (Gilmore & Turner, 2010; Smith &Howard, 

2009). Research validated personality instruments are the “most effective sign of what 

has not yet been observed and thus explain or challenge perplexing observations from 

simulations or interviews. Personality insights, when coupled with strong business 

acumen, also maximize our ability to anticipate, with confidence, what might happen 

against a range of future scenarios” (Smith &Howard, 2009, p. 146). Personality 

instruments can assess candidates along five dimensions of personality referred to as the 

Big Five (Yukl, 2006). Since personality is relatively stable in individuals across the 

lifetime and is linked to leadership style (de Vries, 2012; McAdams & Olson, 2010), this 
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is an important selection practice (Gilmore & Turner, 2010); albeit one that is 

infrequently used. Other instruments can assess for values and critical thinking skills. 

Several of the OIPs shared that they use personality assessments as part of their selection 

process. Ironically, only one executive reported being given an assessment during the 

selection process. Given the critical role of fit for executive success, using validated 

instruments to assess for fit can provide an important view into individual characteristics 

most likely to be successful in the organizational environment.  

      People involved in the selection. Executives who make selection decisions 

generally have little experience with executive selection, do not feel particularly good at 

it, and they usually don’t make good decisions (Drucker, 1985; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; 

Smith & Howard, 2009).  “In their most introspective moments, most executives readily 

acknowledge that selecting the right people for the right jobs constitutes one of their most 

important responsibilities. Few decisions they make will have as direct an impact on 

every facet of the organization. Yet, few other decisions are made in such a slipshod 

manner” (Nadler & Nadler, 1998, p. 229).   

     This study combined with the relevant literature show that who is involved in the 

selection process matters (Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Smith & Howard, 2009). Most 

importantly, who the decision makers are matters. The decision for executive level hires 

often falls to the CEO, and in the case of hiring the CEO, the Board or ownership. With 

few exceptions, these individuals are not particularly adept at selection (Nadler & Nadler, 

1998; Sessa & Taylor, 2000; Smith & Howard, 2009).  

      In the case of a Board or ownership hire, the decision makers are removed from 

the day-to-day operations and realities. According to the findings in this study, they may 
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be least equipped to assess a candidate for fit. Numerous stories were told of Board or 

private equity firm (PE) hires that, at minimum, resulted in a poor culture fit, and more 

often resulted in internal chaos and integration failure. One CHRO recalled a half dozen 

failed situations where a Board or PE firm - people who are not involved in the day-to-

day operations - made a hiring decision based on their profit goals or assumptions rather 

than assessing what the organization needed. Another CHRO shared that when a PE firm 

is involved it is common for there to be a lot of turnover at multiple levels. Some PE 

firms get selection and onboarding right, while others wreak total havoc. Non-profit 

Boards can make similar mistakes. Comprised of volunteer Board members, many of 

whom have no experience running an organization let alone with selection and hiring, 

they err in being isolated from the organization for which they will make the most 

important decision. 

The selectors at the top are different from selectors at the lower levels of the 

organization. At lower levels, decisions are often guided with the help of the 

human resource department. These people know what selection tools are available 

and how to use them. In contrast, at the upper levels the process is usually 

undertaken by senior executives, the CEO, and others who may know little about 

the formal aspects of the selection and may have engaged in only a limited 

number of selections at this level. On the one hand, [many] executives are 

accustomed to making decisions across a whole variety of complex situations-and 

doing it well. On the other hand, they are often unaware of their own personal 

blind spots, and the power of their position may prevent them from generating 
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feedback about and insight into these weaknesses” (Sessa & Taylor, 2000, pp. 31-

32). 

       One way to improve executive selection is to involve other stakeholders (Sessa & 

Taylor, 2000). Numerous study participants said that involving the executive leadership 

team improves selection and integration success. The reason being is that individuals who 

hold different positions in relationship to the role, provide alternative viewpoints 

resulting in a more in-depth view into the candidates (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Sessa and 

Taylor (2000) postulate that forming selection committees with strategically chosen 

members leads to better selection decisions. Members of selection committees should 

include superiors, peers, and subordinates. The committee can either be used to consult 

with the ultimate decision maker or they can make team-based decisions. The benefits of 

this approach are many. First, it improves decision making by limiting potential blind 

spots or biases that the CEO or Board may have by expanding the pool of knowledge and 

perspectives. Second, it increases buy-in and support from those involved, making them 

more likely to be committed to the selection decision. Third, it increases stakeholder 

familiarity with the candidate and raises their awareness of the candidate’s strengths and 

weaknesses.  Being involved in the process increases stakeholder understanding of why 

the selection decision was made and increases their stake in helping the new executive 

succeed.  Finally, the selection process begins building relationships between the 

incoming executive and those involved with selection.  

      Realistic job previews (RJP). RJP’s improve executive selection and provide 

incoming executives with critical insights into the organizational culture and conditions. 

The study found that many organizations do not do a good job at giving candidates a RJP. 
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When externally hired leaders join an organization, they come with a set of expectations, 

based in part on what they know about the organization. Discovering that reality is 

different than they had anticipated results in shock and surprise (Louis, 1980). In cases 

where there is a big disconnect between expectations and reality it can hinder the new 

leader’s ability to integrate as they try to adjust their expectations and revise their 

strategies to deal with the situation. Wanous (1992) argues that a RJP helps inoculate the 

new leader from the negative aspects of organizational life. In addition, RJP’s help 

candidates decide if they are a good fit for the role during the selection process, facilitates 

coping with the new environment, and ultimately fosters personal commitment as the 

new leader perceives the organization to be honest, caring, and trustworthy (Gilmore & 

Turner, 2010; Wanous, 1999).  

      Executive candidates need to understand the realities of the organization so that 

they accept the position with their eyes wide open. The study revealed instances, when 

executives who didn’t understand the local conditions of the role prior to accepting the 

offer, left within six months of being in the position, citing lack of fit. The executives 

indicated that they wouldn’t have accepted the offer if they had known the organizational 

realities beforehand. Selection and hiring failures like this waste time and money and 

disrupt the organization and the executive’s life (Watkins, 2003). These failures could 

have been avoided if the organization was first clear on what they needed for the role 

through job analysis (Smith & Howard, 2009; Woods & Hinton, 2017), assessed the 

personality and characteristics of candidates and selected for fit (Gilmore & Turner, 

2010; Hollenbeck, 2009) and then provided a RJP (Wanous, 1992).  
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      Summary of executive selection.  The findings together with the relevant 

literature executive selection has a profound effect on subsequent integration outcomes. 

One scholar goes so far as to conclude that “executive selection decisions are often, if not 

usually, wrong” (Hollenbeck, 2009, p. 130). Executive selection is the first place to 

assess for performance proficiency and person-organizational culture fit. The findings 

suggest that organizations are generally good at selecting for performance but do a less 

than stellar job selecting for fit. The study participants cautioned that while executive 

selection is one of the most important factors for integration success, it isn’t a science. 

Only so much can be known about a candidate and how that candidate will fare in their 

new role. There are too many unknowns.  

      Conclusion 5. Organizational support, prior to and during organizational 

entry, helps executives come up to speed, form important connections, and 

integrate.  This study confirms existing literature that finds executives are not adequately 

provided with integration support (Wells, 2005). Only one of the eight executives 

interviewed for this study experienced the level of support they needed to ramp up 

quickly. The organizational insiders who participated in this study described differing 

levels of support. In nearly all the integration failures, the executives were left largely on 

their own. This is a missed opportunity (Downey, 2001; Wells, 2005).  

      Organizational support, in the form of pre-boarding and onboarding practices, 

lays the groundwork and provides the map for organizational entry (Aberdeen Group, 

2006; Bauer 2010; Bradt, 2012; Bradt et al., 2001; Conger, 2012; Dai et al., 2011; Wells, 

2005). Executives are hired for their expertise and experience. Power, influence, and the 

relationships in which they are embedded are not transferable to a new setting where 
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actors, systems, and behavioral norms differ (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Mundate & 

Medina, 2017; Pfeffer, 2010). “Learning to swim in a pool doesn’t prepare the swimmer 

for the rough seas” (Downey, 2001, p. 23). Smart organizations don’t adopt a sink or 

swim approach. They inform the executive about elements of the environment that will 

help them “adapt [their] technique…  and to identify which skills will transfer and which 

will need to be developed or modified… and fast” (Downey, 2001, p. 23).  

      Integration savvy organizations support their new leaders in myriad ways (Bradt 

et al., 2001; Dai et al., 2011; Downey, 2001; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). The most relevant 

findings show that when organizations help leaders transition into the role in a culturally 

responsive manner, get them connected to organizational insiders, and set aside time for 

learning before doing, it leads to better outcomes.  

 Ideally, organizational support, in the form of preboarding, starts as soon as the 

employment offer is accepted. Preboarding practices may include sending the new 

executive a welcome package and expressing how excited they are to have the person 

join the organization (Aberdeen Group, 2008; Dai & DeMuese, 2007; Lahey, 2014). 

Feeling welcome and valued fosters positive emotions affirming the executive’s decision 

to join the organization (Lundberg & Young, 1997). Other preboarding practices that 

were identified as helpful include making some key introductions to facilitate relationship 

building, taking the executive and their family out to dinner, showing them around their 

new community, and providing relocation assistance. Several participants identified the 

importance of including family and providing support to help the family during the 

transition. Finally, giving the new leader access to information allowed them to begin to 

familiarize themselves with the business strategies, products, services, and people.  
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Preboarding practices are useful for helping the new leader feel welcomed, get a jump 

start on learning and establish connections prior to organizational entry.   

      What happens during organizational entry, beginning on the first day, has 

ramifications for executive success down the line (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; 

Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003). “Every interaction we have with a new person 

entails a first impression. The impressions these others form of us will determine in large 

part whether they become our friends… [and] how smoothly or awkwardly our later 

interactions with them will proceed” (Harris & Garris, 2008, p. 148). First impressions 

alter judgements others make about individuals and the nature of subsequent interactions. 

The early days, weeks, and months during organizational entry have serious 

consequences for the new leader’s perceived credibility and likability, and how the new 

leader perceives organizational insiders in return.  

             Integration savvy organizations recognize that first impressions matter (Ambady 

& Skowronski, 2008). They understand that the organization’s history and cultural 

nuances influence those perceptions (Wiesbuch, Unkelbach, & Fiedler, 2008), and they 

take steps to set the executive up for success. The first place where organizational leaders 

help shape those early impressions is through the hiring announcement and how they 

frame the incoming leader. Organizational leaders further support the incoming executive 

by hosting meet and greets, facilitated leadership team/onboarding retreats, and making 

introductions to key stakeholders. Facilitating opportunities for stakeholders to learn 

about the new leader and for the new leader to learn about them goes a long way toward 

managing first impressions and helping the leader start out on the right foot. Three 
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practices that are most affective in facilitating executive integration are: 1) structuring 

learning, 2) fostering connections, and 3) clarifying expectations.  

 Structuring learning. Organizational leaders facilitate executive integration by 

making sure that organizational practices are in place to structure the content and process 

of the new executive’s initial learning. “Learning does not occur in a vacuum. What one 

needs or wants to learn, what opportunities are available, the manner in which ones learns 

- all are to a large extent determined by the [environment]” (Merriam, Caffarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007, p. 25). Learning, in this study, is viewed as a social process which 

occurs through an interaction between the learner and the environment (Illeris, 2009) via 

interpersonal interactions (Stacey, 2001) as s/he attempts to make sense of the 

organizational milieu (Louis, 1980; Wanous, 1993; Weick, 1979).  

“The process of learning in organizational socialization is called ‘social learning’ 

because newcomers ‘learn the ropes’ from other people by listening to them and 

observing their actions. This type of learning is considered to be the most important way 

in which humans learn” (Wanous, 1992, p. 198). Organizational leaders who recognize 

the social and environmental aspects of learning can aide executive integration by setting 

time aside for the new leader to listen and learn. Executives feel enormous pressure to 

perform and without expressed permission to spend time learning they may fall prey to 

the action imperative without considering all the potential consequences (Watkins, 2003). 

Organizational leaders can help prevent this tendency by making explicit their 

expectations that the new executive takes time during the first 30-90 days to listen and 

learn (Adler & Stomsky, 2010; Downey et al, 2001). When describing this process, two 

of the study participants emphasized the importance of the executive taking a “listening 
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and learning tour”. This phrase denotes the social aspect of the process and designates the 

source of learning as organizational insiders and not technical or written sources.  

Organizational insiders are an important source of information about the job, the scope of 

their role responsibilities and authority, behavioral expectations, structural dynamics, and 

organizational values and norms (Feldman, 1976; Posner & Powell, 1985; Ostroff & 

Kozlowski, 1992; Van Maanen, 1984).  

According to the findings of this study, creating a schedule of activities designed 

to foster learning and facilitate social connection is helpful for new leaders (Adler & 

Stomsky, 2011; Lamont & Hampel, 2011). First, when combined with clearly stated 

expectations, it gives the new leader permission to prioritize learning, in this way 

alleviating some of the internal pressure to perform (Watkins, 2003). Having time to 

listen and learn enables the new leader to begin to develop valuable work relationships 

(to be covered later in this section) while gaining contextually relevant and culturally 

appropriate actionable insights (Adler & Stomsky, 2010; Dai et al. 2011) - - insights that 

will be invaluable when the new leader begins to develop and implement key business 

strategies (Watkins, 2003).   

Secondly, the content of the activities provides clues to the new leader about what 

is important to learn from the organizational leaders’ perspective. A focus on the goals 

and objectives of the role and content pertaining to the business, products, strategies, and 

systems facilitated learning about the technical aspects of the role and enabled executives 

to come up to speed and perform. As noted previously, performance is necessary but 

insufficient for executive integration. Therefore, learning activities must include 

providing the new executive with an insider’s view. Content about the history of the 
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organization, its structure, and culture facilitates learning about the social and cultural 

dynamics of the organization which in turn enables the executive to adjust their 

expectations, and act in culturally responsive ways (Watkins, 2003; Ferris et al., 2000; 

Bauer et al., 2007; Bauer & Erdogan, 2012).  

And finally, structuring learning and setting aside time for the new leader to listen 

and learn, connects the leader to the key knowledge holders and critical stakeholders both 

of whom are essential for learning about the organization (Conger, 2012; Ostroff & 

Kozlowski, 1992), sense-making (Kozlowski & Doherty, 1989; Louis, 1980; Settoon & 

Adkins, 1997; Smerek, 2013; Weick, 2001), and getting things done (Sessa & Taylor, 

2000; Pfeffer, 2010).  Incoming executives may possess the functional expertise and 

experience needed for technical performance but enter organizations without the relevant 

contextual knowledge or established relationships necessary for getting things done.  

New leaders do not know who holds the institutional knowledge, who possesses the 

resources they need to be successful, or who the formal and informal power holders are. 

Power is contextual and relational (Anderson & Brion, 2014; Munduate & Medina, 2017; 

Pfeffer, 2010). It does not automatically follow the new leader into different 

organizational contexts. By structuring learning and scheduling opportunities for the new 

executive to meet with key stakeholders it gives him/her a foundation for navigating 

organizational social-political-cultural dynamics, and the building organizational 

alliances necessary for performance and integration (Ferris et al., 2000; Sessa & Taylor, 

2000; Watkins, 2003).  While the findings and relevant literature point to the importance 

of structuring learning for the new executive, Jon and Susan, two of the organizational 

insider participants (OIP) – both of whom are CHROs - expressed that while they offer 
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some initial information and make some introductions, they expect new leaders to take 

the initiative for their own learning and integration.  

 Fostering connections. Fostering connections between the new executive and 

organizational insiders is an important organizational practice given that learning 

(Wanous, 1992) and sense-making (Louis, 1980; Weick, 2001) is a social process and 

new leader-organizational culture fit is necessary for executive integration (Applebaum & 

Valero, 2007; Egon Zender, 2013; Watkins, 2007). The social process of learning was 

addressed in the previous section and will not be repeated here. However, touching on the 

role of organizational insiders for sense-making is warranted.  

 New executives, like all newcomers, “need help in interpreting events in the new 

setting, including surprises, and help in appreciating situation-specific interpretation 

schemes or cultural assumptions” (Louis, 1980, p. 244). Organizational entry occurs 

within a social and cultural context. Any attempt by the new leader to try and make sense 

out of the novel situation in isolation will be ineffectual (Weick, 2001). Organizational 

insiders are a valuable source for interpreting experiences, making sense of surprises, and 

gaining cultural insights. “Sensemaking is less likely to break down and will lead to more 

effective action when there is regular face-to-face interaction (Weick, 1993a)” (Smerek, 

2013, p. 373). Social interaction serves to reduce ambiguity and enhance intersubjectively 

shared meanings (Weick, 2001). Organizational practices, such as fostering connections 

to key insiders, that “facilitate sense making and, in the process, encourage appreciation 

of the local culture and acquisition of a setting-specific interpretation scheme ultimately 

facilitate adaptation to the new setting” (Louis, 1980, p. 245). It is through interpersonal 

interactions that new leaders are socialized (Evans, 1963; Louis et al., 1983; Reichers, 
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1987) and come to understand the social and cultural world and their role in that world 

(Stacey, 2001).  

 One of the key tasks for new leaders is to “decipher the operating norms and 

assumptions” embedded in the culture of the organization (Schein, 2010, p. 19). 

However, “much of what is at the heart of culture will not be revealed in the rules of 

behavior taught to newcomers. It will only be revealed to members as they gain 

permanent status and are allowed into inner circles of the group where group secrets are 

shared” (Schein, 2010, p. 19). Organizational insiders possess cultural insights that may 

be otherwise elusive to new executives such as values-in-use, norms or implicit 

expectations (Ostroff & Kozlowsi, 1992). Getting connected to organizational insiders, 

and gaining access to the inner circle, is a crucial step for the new leader to understand, 

and adapt to, the organizational culture. Of all the boundary crossings that a new leader 

must face, becoming part of the inclusionary network and gaining access to the inner 

circle is the most challenging (Schein, 1971) and yet necessary for cultural adaptation. 

Fostering connections between the new executive and organizational insiders facilitates 

this process.   

 Clarifying expectations. Another practice that facilitates executive integration is 

clarifying role expectations (Dai et al., 2011; Downey, 2001; Lamont & Hampel, 2011). 

There are two parts to clarifying expectations (Katz & Kahn, 1978). The first is clarifying 

job and performance requirements. Every executive participant in this study knew the 

tasks and activities associated with their job and what their performance objectives were. 

The second part pertains to clarifying expectations regarding how the person executes 

their role – their style and personal characteristics. Role expectations could include “ideas 
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about what the person should be, should think, or should believe” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 

190). Generally speaking, individuals lower in the hierarchy are the recipient of 

numerous role-sending attempts where individuals in their role set communicate what is 

and what is not acceptable. Executives on the other hand, have far fewer members of 

their role set. The one exception being their subordinates who are an unlikely source of 

role sending attempts. The findings suggest that their peers are reticent to give feedback 

leaving role clarification largely to the CEO or Board who may not have as much direct 

interaction with the executive. This creates a feedback vacuum leaving executives in the 

dark to stumble along until the issue is too grave to ignore.    

      Conclusion 6. Preparing the organization is essential. One of the surprising 

discoveries of this study was that organizations do a poor job preparing the organization 

for the incoming leader. Preentry communication to organizational insiders who were not 

involved in selection and hiring was practically non-existent other than perhaps a brief 

hiring announcement. Organizational insiders were all too often left in the dark about 

why the executive was selected, what his/her strategic mandate is, and what the transition 

process might look like. The lack of internal communication and preparation resulted in 

insider shock especially when the actions of the new executive affected insiders’ 

positions within the power structures or stripped their identity, power and autonomy from 

them (Alderfer, 1977 as cited in Feldman, 2012).  

      Preparing the organization for the incoming executive is especially important 

when the person is expected to make change (Sessa & Taylor, 2000).  

Oftentimes, companies hire outsiders for fresh leadership, especially in cases 

when firms are not performing well. The hope is that an outsider will initiate 
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organizational changes that are long overdue (Wiersema, 2002; Zhang & 

Rajagopalan, 2005). However, there can be internal resistance that is sufficiently 

strong to make the new executive fail (Dai et al, 2001, p. 172). 

Without proper preparation, framing, and support, change can be experienced by 

organizational insiders as a loss. This is especially true when change challenges core 

beliefs, deeply rooted norms, values, and identities (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). “Habits, 

values, attitudes, even dysfunctional ones, are part of one’s identity. To change the way 

people see and do things is to challenge how they define themselves” (Heifetz & Linsky, 

2002, p. 26). This is the crux of complex responsive processes (CRP). Individuals interact 

as an expression of their identities and the interaction has potential implications for the 

identities of those involved (Stacey, 2001; 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). Roles, goals, 

priorities, values, habits, attitudes, and one’s position in the social network are rolled up 

into their situational identity (Ashforth & Saks, 1995; Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016; Burke, 

1980; Galliher et al., 2017). Impacts to any of the above are impacts to one’s identity. 

Impacts to one’s identity are experienced as a loss, and people resist loss. Even when the 

new executive isn’t expected to make major organizational changes, their transition into 

the new role has implications for their identity and the identity of others (Ibarra, 1999) 

and thus has the potential for novelty, self-organization, emergence, and non-

proportionality (Stacey, 2003; Stacey et al, 2000). When the executive is expected to 

bring about change, the identity implications are many and affect many, increasing the 

potential for non-linear dynamics and unpredictability to occur.   

 There are far too many instances where an executive was hired to make change 

and then wasn’t supported by the CEO when internal resistance and conflict surfaced as a 
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result. This creates an impossible and unfair situation setting the executive up for failure 

and causing unnecessary anguish internally. Four out of the eight executive participants 

experienced this situation to varying degrees. Preparing and supporting organizational 

insiders should start before the executive’s first day and continue after they enter the 

organization through regular communication and change management.  

When an [organization] is hiring a change agent they need to be very clear about what 

they are trying to change and declare openly that they are looking for change. That way 

the organization lays down a path for the new person to walk down. [Moreover], they 

must be clear with the newly hired person about what the obstacles are and how big they 

are” (Katy Barclay as cited in Sessa & Taylor, 2000, p. 102).  

 Summary of organizational factors. Organizational leaders can improve 

executive integration outcomes by adopting a holistic approach to executive selection and 

onboarding. The first place where the seeds of executive failure or success are sown is 

during the selection process. Implementing effective selection practices, beginning with 

job analysis, and hiring for culture fit reduces the potential variability between the 

incoming executive and organizational insiders - - variability that can result in culture 

clash and failed integration. In addition, organizational leaders facilitate integration 

success by ensuring that new executives are provided support prior to and during entry.  

 Organizational practices that structure learning, foster connections, clarify 

expectations, and that prepare organizational insiders for the transition serve to reduce 

ambiguity and further close cultural gaps between the new executive and organizational 

insiders. The literature shows that ambiguous situations foster highly individualized, 

idiosyncratic interpretations of the situation (see Sherif & Sherif, 1969 and Lazarus, 1966 
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as cited in Weick 1979). “In the absence of an external anchor for actions, the person uses 

the only remaining anchor, namely himself” (Weick, 1979, p. 94). By structuring the 

content and process of learning, helping new leaders get connected to organizational 

insiders, and clarifying expectations, organizational leaders are minimizing situational 

ambiguity and providing the context and proper framing for how the new leader should 

interpret the situation and act within it.  

Major Conclusions Related to Individual Factors 

      Individuals play an active role in their integration success (Bauer et al., 1998; 

Gruman & Thomas, 2011; Jones 1983; Receivers, 1987) beginning with job choice. 

Executives who assess the job opportunity, performance expectations, and the 

organizational culture prior to accepting the position fare better than those who do not 

(Downey, 2001). This is especially true at executive levels (Downey, 2001; Watkins, 

2003). There are many factors that influence  executive action. Individual goals, 

characteristics, and history influence their perception, attribution, and behavior (Jones, 

1983). The strategies they “adopt to deal with uncertainty or ambiguity and the way they 

make sense of a situation depend on the way they have learned, historically, to deal with 

new situations” (Jones, 1983, p. 465). This study found that an executive’s biographical 

experiences and individual characteristics such as their personality, style, needs, 

motivations, and skills interacted with situational and organizational factors to influence 

behavior. The individual factors found to be most significant for integration success are 

the executive’s job choice, approach to, and target of learning and adaptability, and 
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building relationships. Figure 18, brought forward from Chapter 4, illustrates the 

connection between individual factors and actions and executive integration outcomes.  

     Conclusion 7. Job choice. People join organizations based on individual goals 

(Weick, 1979), individual characteristics (Catanzaro, 2010), and their perceptions that the 

organizational culture was a match with their own values and needs (Judge & Cable, 

1997). This study found that the executives who were methodical about assessing the 

role, organization, and culture prior to accepting the position were more successful 

integrating than those who did not. Just as executive selection is the first place where 

organizational leaders can improve possible executive integration outcomes by hiring for 

culture fit, job choice – the other side of the coin – appears to be the first place where 

executives can increase the likelihood of their success. “Organizational entry is a two-

sided process in which individuals choose organizations and organizations select 

individuals” (Wanous, 1992, p. 19). Like all other factors associated with executive 

integration, individual factors interact with situational and organizational factors to affect 

integration outcomes. The findings together with the relevant literature suggests that 

Individual Factors  

Culture  
Fit 

Job choice 
- Choice for culture fit 

 
Transition planning 

Listen and learn 

Building relationships 

Gain historical, 
contextual, and 

cultural insights. 

Executive 
Integration 

 

History 

Characteristics 

Figure 18. Individual factors and processes that were shown to affect culture fit and 

thereby executive integration outcomes. 
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executives should assess themselves, the role, the organization context and culture and 

then make an educated decision (Downey, 2001).     

Conclusion 8. The executive’s approach to, and target of learning, facilitate 

integration success. New leaders must learn how to adjust to their new work 

environment (Feldman, 1976), and learn organizational norms and values if they are to 

integrate successfully (Van Maanen, 1975; Wanous, 1992).  Knowledge of the 

organizational history and culture gives newcomers an interpretive scheme to make sense 

of what they are observing and to act in accordance with the explicit and implicit rules of 

behavior (Louis, 1980). Adhering to cultural norms helps new leaders avoid negative 

consequences, be perceived positively (Van Maanen, 1975), and gain entrance into the 

inner circle (Schein, 1971). 

Taking time to listen and learn is critical for gaining “actionable insight” and 

understanding “how things get done around here” (Watkins, 2003). The executives who 

succeeded in integrating were methodical and deliberate in their approach beginning with 

the development of a transition plan, and how they entered and learned about the 

organization. They described talking with organizational insiders to “pick their brains”. 

They wanted to understand the hopes, dreams, and concerns employees had about the 

organization. They asked about organizational challenges, past strategies, what worked, 

what didn’t, and why. They sought to understand, from the employee’s perspective, the 

parts of the organizational culture that needed to change and the parts of the culture that 

they want to remain the same. Several executives described testing ideas out on 

employees and their peers and gauging their reactions to alternative solutions and 

practices. The idea testing was framed as “I’ve seen…. (describing a strategy, solution, or 
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practice)” and then asking “would something like that work here?”. These executives 

were careful in how they presented the solution or posed the question. They didn’t want 

to come across as being critical of the organization or as “coming in with the answer”, a 

trap all too common for new leaders (Ciampa & Watkins, 1999, p. 22).    

The process of listening and learning occurred over numerous interactions with 

many different organizational insiders. Each interaction deepened the new executive’s 

understanding of the organization, its history, culture, and people; as well – it can be 

assumed – deepened organizational insiders’ understanding of the new executive. 

Interactions are the place where identities and role expectations are conveyed and 

negotiated (Mead, 1934; Roberts, 2007; Stacey, 2001, 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). “When 

individuals communicate, the actions, ideas and feelings of the individual are made 

known to others. Individuals define themselves to other via communication” (Fogel, 

1993, p. 11). The process of interacting and communicating illuminates self- and other 

understanding.  

As the new executive listened attentively and actively, checked for accuracy of 

understanding, and tested their ideas and assumptions, the organizational insiders, for the 

most part (see exceptions with Sam), responded with information sharing, confirming or 

disconfirming stated understandings, and validating or redirecting the new leader’s ideas 

and assumptions. Throughout this process, executives who were successful integrating 

expressed gratitude, displayed warmth, and sought to know the organizational insiders on 

a more personal level. The interactions expanded the pool of shared understanding 

(Patterson, Switzler, Grenny, & McMillan, 2002). “When both parties feel they are 

known and understood, they are more likely to trust, respect, and like one another” 
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(Roberts, 2007, p. 32). Over time, as the interactions became patterned, positive working 

relationships were developed and the new executive became part of the social structure of 

the organization. Although this description starts with the executive initiating the 

interaction, the interaction could be initiated by organizational insiders and the interaction 

itself emerges simultaneously between the two parties. Figure 19 illustrates this process 

of interpersonal interaction. Although it is not displayed in the figure, the new leader and 

organizational insider, enter the interaction with their unique characteristics, identities, 

and histories which guide the interaction and are transformed by it over time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

Figure 19. Depiction of interpersonal interactions between the new leader and 

organizational insider.  

Interactions based on genuine interest to listen and learn serve to expand the shared 

pool of understanding and are the source from which workplace relationships are 

developed.  
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Successful executives were interested in learning about the organizational history, 

culture, what works, what doesn’t, and “how things get done around here” as much as 

they were interested in learning about the technical aspects of the job. They understood 

that informal influence holders, cultural norms, values, and underlying assumptions 

cannot be found in an overview of the company or in a procedural manual. They could 

only gain actionable insight by talking to and interacting with organizational insiders 

confirming that a relational approach to learning is much more effective than an 

informational approach to learning (Rollag et al., 2005). 

      By immersing themselves in the social milieu successful executives gained key 

insights into the organizational and cultural context from which interpretations are 

formed and actions taken. Mead (1961) contends that meaning arises in the symbolic 

interaction between individuals through gesture and response, and that “the social process 

influences behavior” (p. 165). It is only through the social act that individuals come to 

take the role of the other which leads to better cooperation through mutual adjustment. 

“As more and more interactions are experienced with others, so increasingly, more roles 

and wider ranges of possible responses [are available]” (Stacey, 2001, p. 86). Role 

success results from negotiated, reciprocal role relationships (Riley & Burke, 1995).   

     Executives who take time to listen and learn from organizational insiders not only 

gain knowledge of organizational structures and practices but increasingly come to 

understand the implicit values, beliefs, assumptions, and organizational constraints 

embedded in the historical and cultural context – thus giving rise to meanings (Louis, 

1980; Weick, 2001). The learning is social and contextual (Lave, 2009; Mead, 1934; 
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Stacey, 2001; Wenger, 2009). As new executives come to understand the historical and 

cultural context, and spend time interacting with organizational insiders, they develop a 

shared interpretive frame enabling them to make sense of the new situation and their 

experiences. To the extent that the executives adapt their behavior responsively to the 

organizational and cultural milieu, they minimize the risk of disruption.  

      Conclusion 9. Behavioral flexibility and adaptation are key for integration 

success. Learning without adaptation is futile. Learning takes place so that the executive 

can apply those learnings to meet situational demands (Baard et al., 2013). This 

necessitates a change in behavior to match the novel work setting, employ technologies, 

and execute work tasks. Interpersonal and cultural adaptability are equally, if not more, 

important for integration success. Executives must be willing to adapt their style and 

approach to be more responsive to accepted customs if they wish to integrate socially 

(Pulakos et al., 2000).  

      Adapting to work and technical requirements is relatively easy. Executives have a 

successful history of career moves that require developing new skills to meet task 

demands. Adapting to meet situational, social, and cultural demands, presents a different 

challenge. Effective leaders are those who are socially adept (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008) 

and able to adjust their behavior to meet situational demands. They understand what 

motivates other people and are sensitive to their needs. They listen attentively and are 

attuned to how others feel. They appreciate the culture and values of the organization and 

understand social networks. These leaders are both socially perceptive and behaviorally 

flexible (Zaccaro, Gilbert, Thor, & Mumford, 1991). “Social perceptiveness refers to a 

capacity to be particularly aware of and sensitive to needs, goals, demands, and problems 
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and multiple system levels, including individual members, relations among members, 

relations among organizational subsystems, and the interactions among a leader’s 

constituent organization and other systems” (Zaccaro et al., 1991, p. 321).  Behavioral 

flexibility implies the executive has “the ability and willingness to respond in 

significantly different ways to correspondingly different situational requirements” (p. 

322).  

The executives in this study who were most successful seemed to possess social 

perceptiveness and behavior flexibility in that they listened attentively to others, 

understood what was important to them and empathized with them. They were also 

deliberate in how they communicated, what they communicated, with whom they 

communicated, when they communicated and how frequently they communicated. They 

were not put off by puzzling interactions but rather made extra efforts to connect with 

and understand the individuals with whom the puzzling interactions occurred.  These 

executives appeared to have strong interpersonal and relationship skills and were aware 

of and able to manage their own emotional reactions. Although this study did not 

examine emotional and social intelligence per se, the pattern of self and other awareness 

coupled with self-management and social facility, leads this researcher to conclude that 

executives who are effective in integrating have a fair degree of emotional and social 

intelligence.   

      Social learning and behavioral flexibility are key for executive success (Baard et 

al., 2013; Chao et al., 1994; Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008; Zaccaro et al., 1991). Executives 

in this study who were not successful integrating did not seek to learn about the 

historical, cultural, and social context. Rather their learning focused primarily on task-
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related information. Moreover, they relied on past strategies for success and failed to 

adapt to the organizational culture. What set effective executives apart from their less 

effective counterparts is the degree to which they prioritized social learning, acquiring 

cultural understandings, and then were able to adjust their actions and adapt to match 

situational realities. By adapting their behavior responsively to the organizational norms 

and values, successful executives became more compatible with organizational insiders 

and reduce the differences that exist between themselves and organizational insiders. “It 

is the individual variability of entities and the interactions between them that lead to 

[novelty and unpredictable] change” (Stacey, 2003, p. 48).  

      Conclusion 10. Building relationships facilitates learning and adjustment. 

Relationship building was a central theme in this study confirming the literature, which 

shows that interpersonal interactions (Fang et al., 2011; Louis et al., 1983; Moreland & 

Levine, 2001) and the relationships that rise from them are the key driver for learning and 

adjustment (Cross et al., 2006; Korte, 2009, 2010; Rollag et al., 2005). Executives, in this 

study, who prioritized connection and relationship building were more successful 

accessing social and cultural insights than those who did not (see Figure 16 for a 

depiction of interpersonal interactions that facilitated executive integration).  

      The literature shows that organizational insiders are an essential source for 

knowledge and support (Louis et al., 1983; Sias, 2009). They provide insight into “how 

things actually get done” which often differs “from the ways organizations describe the 

work in manuals, training programs, organizational charts, and job descriptions” (Brown 

& Duguid, 1991, p. 40 as cited in Jokisaari & Nurmi, 2012). Moreover, organizational 

insiders provide important information for the sensemaking process. Social relationships 
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“are particularly important in shaping one’s interpretive scheme of reality and in 

formulating a perspective about what is expected and acceptable in a given role” (Katz, 

1980, p. 95).  Executives, like other newcomers, are inundated with novelty and have to 

make sense of the ambiguous situations they encounter in order to act appropriately 

(Bauer & Green, 1994; Korte, 2015; Louis, 1980; Miller & Jablin, 1991; Morrison, 

1993). Organizational insiders most familiar with the role, are able to provide reliable 

content-related, technical, and cultural information to help facilitate adjustment through 

the acquisition of task-related knowledge and by fostering relevant interpretive schemes 

used in the sensemaking process (Bauer & Green, 1994; Louis, 1980; Morrison, 1993; 

Settoon & Adkins, 1997). This study, combined with the relevant literature, shows that 

organizational insiders serve as important references for the sensemaking process, 

positively affecting new leader identity and role adjustment (Louis, 1980; Settoon & 

Adkins, 1997; Morrison, 1993; Weick, 2001).   

      In addition to being a source of information for sense-making, relationships with 

organizational insiders provide the social connection and inclusion needed for the 

executive to become a functioning and vital member of the social system. Individuals 

desire to develop and maintain positive, mutually beneficial relationships (Korte & Lin, 

2013; Roberts, 2007). Positive relationships at work enhance the quality of life for both 

parties. Each member benefits from the relationship which is a source for learning and 

mutual influence. Each member is clear about expectations, roles, and the boundaries that 

define the relationship. Mutual understanding leads people to assume positive intent in 

the other even when there are negative consequences. Positive relationships at work 

facilitate the constructive exchange of ideas and critical feedback, acting as a buffer from 
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feelings of defensiveness. Positive relationships are affirming and identity enhancing. 

“When people are clear about what is expected of them in a relationship, they are better 

able to meet those expectations which can build trust, liking, respect, satisfaction, and 

commitment” (Roberts, 2007, p. 32). 

Positive relationships, in this study, were found to facilitate the crossing of 

inclusion boundaries in the organization (Schein, 1971), resulted in the development of 

important organizational allies and fostered coalitions of support necessary to implement 

key initiatives (Watkins, 2003). The relationships facilitated access to social networks 

essential for the coordination of activities, deployment of resources, and cross-functional 

collaboration (Jokisaari & Nurmi, 2012). Moreover, positive relationships provide a 

source of happiness and mutual support.  

 Summary of individual factors. This study confirmed existing literature which 

states that newcomers play an active role in their integration success (Jones 1983; 

Reichers, 1987). Specifically, it was found that individual characteristics and their 

biographical histories influence their overall perceptions, interpretations, the decisions 

new executives make and the actions take. The actions shown to most affect executive 

integration were job choice, their approach to learning with a focus on taking time to 

listen and learn, adapting their behavior in a responsive fashion, and building 

relationships. Individual factors interact with situational and organizational factors via 

interpersonal interactions to affect overall integration outcomes.  

Study Implications  

Implications for practice. Executive selection is one of the utmost strategic 

decisions an organization can make and yet one that organizations are least prepared for 
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(Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Effective, talented leaders are a key competitive asset (Silzer & 

Dowell, 2010) making the selection, hiring, and retention of executives of paramount 

importance. This study examined factors that facilitate or hinder executive integration 

and found that what happens during executive selection has important and lasting 

implications for executive success.  Specifically, executive selection was identified as the 

leading contributor to executive integration failure. It is clear from the findings, together 

with the literature, that organizations need to do a better job understanding what the 

organization needs, the nature of the executive role, and how that role interacts with other 

roles (Katz & Kahn, 1978) through job analysis and design. In several cases in this study, 

the role was ill-defined and left up to the new executive to create as they went along. In 

other cases, what was truly needed in the role appeared to be poorly understood. Job 

analysis and design produce position and candidate requirements that inform recruitment 

and selection practices (Woods & Hinton, 2017). A poor understanding of what is needed 

in the role, and the individual characteristics that would be most effective in that role, led 

to haphazard selections in numerous cases.  

      A related issue pertains to who the selectors are. Boards who hire CEOs are the 

least prepared to understand what is needed in the role and the characteristics that would 

be most effective in that role without first conducting an organizational assessment and 

consulting with organizational insiders. A pattern of retaining an executive search firm 

appears to give them false confidence in the process as was seen in several study 

examples. CEOs who make selection decisions are better positioned than Boards but may 

still lack the broader perspectives that are needed to assess candidates for fit within the 

organization. Chief Human Resource Officers (CHRO) typically have a lot to offer in 
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terms of effective selection practices, but as a subordinate to the CEO, their talents may 

or may not be fully utilized. While several CHRO’s in this study said they offered 

suggestions to the CEO or Board they didn’t tend to press their viewpoints very strongly. 

This makes the structure of executive selection problematic.    

      An important part of executive selection is the criteria used to inform the hiring 

decision (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Candidates should be chosen for their performance 

capabilities as well as organizational fit. Most of the organizations in this study leaned 

towards selecting for performance capabilities and either neglecting to assess for fit or 

minimizing the importance of fit.  In every case, the executives who successfully 

integrated had the desired performance requirements and were considered a fit. 

Conversely, those who failed to integrate, failed in large part due to a lack of fit.  This has 

two implications for practitioners. First, organizations need to prioritize fit as an 

indispensable quality during the selection process. Secondly, organizations need to adopt 

a wider array of selection practices to assess for fit (Gilmore, 2010). Those practices 

include behavioral interviewing, biographical interviewing, use of personality, value, and 

interpersonal skills assessments, and the use of a selection committee (Sessa & Taylor, 

2000) comprised of various stakeholders who can offer unique perspectives of the 

candidates and the likelihood of fit.  

      Once a candidate accepts the job offer, the organization needs to take steps to set 

the individual up for success through executive onboarding (Bauer, 2010; Bradt, 2012; 

Conger, 2012; Dai et al., 2011; Dai & DeMuese, 2007; Wells, 2005). The most effective 

practices start with preboarding (Aberdeen Group, 2014), and continue through the first 

6-12 months on the job.  The two main goals of executive onboarding according to the 
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findings of this study are to 1) help the executive come up to speed and performing 

proficiently (Dai & DeMuese, 2007), and 2) facilitate rapid social-cultural integration. 

Given that most executives fail due to lack of culture fit, executive onboarding should 

expedite social connection and learning, and give the executives an insider’s view. 

Executive buddies and supportive insiders are particularly instrumental in providing 

historical and cultural insights that enable the executive to engage in appropriate sense-

making.  

      This study has implications for executives transitioning into new roles and for 

leadership development practitioners as well. In addition to following the advice laid out 

in the transition literature (see Watkins, 2003), individuals need to be strategic in their 

career choices. The executives in this study who were meticulous in what organizations 

they would consider working for, and then strategically and methodically assessed for fit 

throughout the selection process were delighted in their choice and benefited from their 

effort. They used every interview, every meeting, every opportunity to inquire about the 

culture and conditions of the organization, its strengths and weaknesses. They tapped into 

the vast social network they accumulated over the years to seek insider views prior to 

applying for the position, and then to use those contacts as a way to launch social 

connections with organizational insiders before they started their first day. They knew the 

importance of building relationships for their success and were deliberate in doing so.  

Those efforts paid dividends.  

 Leadership development practitioners should incorporate insights on leader 

transitions and work to foster a social learning orientation, and cognitive and behavioral 

flexibility in leaders. The leaders who were most successful in this study not only 
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approached learning through social interactions, but they were also able to adapt their 

behavior responsively to the unique needs and demands of the situation and 

organizational culture.  

The findings of this study along with the relevant literature point to the strategic 

importance of relationship building skills for successful executive integration (Sessa & 

Taylor, 2000) and for leader effectiveness (Ragins & Dutton, 2007; Yukl, 2006). Social 

isolation was identified as the death knell for new leaders trying to integrate into the 

organization. Understanding the nuances of the social and cultural context and 

organizational norms can only be obtained through interpersonal relationships with 

organizational insiders. Moreover, leaders must develop workplace relationships in order 

to accomplish a set of objectives through others. The activities of learning, integrating, 

coordinating, collaborating, and so forth occur within interpersonal relationships (Sias, 

2009).  

Implications for theory and research. The findings of this study show that 

executive integration is complex and multifaceted. Various factors interact at the 

situational, organizational, and individual levels to produce outcomes that cannot be 

predicted or controlled. The theoretical lens for this study, Complex Responsive 

Processes (CRP), offered a way to comprehend the dynamic processes that occur when an 

executive crosses the organizational boundary to become an organizational member.  

CRP and symbolic interactionism offer important theoretical contributions for 

understanding the dynamic processes of executive integration. The literature pointing to 

interactions (Fang et al., 2011; Louis et al., 1983; Moreland & Levine, 2001) and 

relationships (Cross et al., 2006; Korte, 2009, 2010; Rollag et al., 2005) as the primary 
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driver for integration reinforce this point. Organizational insiders are the primary source 

for sense-making giving executives more socially aligned interpretations of the situation. 

When executives take time to gather these critical insights, understand the interpretive 

schemes, and are able to adapt their behavior accordingly, then the degree of diversity 

and constraints is minimized. 

     An interaction between organizational, individual, situational, and contextual 

factors were found throughout this study to affect integration outcomes. The literature 

points to the role of situational factors but the findings herein suggest that contextual 

factors embedded in the situation were more significant in affecting integration. Ashforth, 

Saks and Lee (1998), one of the few studies examining context on newcomer integration, 

found that contextual factors such as the organizational structure, size, and job design 

influenced organizational practices related to newcomer socialization. The organizational 

context is different than the business situation (Watkins, 2003) and broader than culture 

or climate (Porter & McLaughlin, 2006, p. 573). It includes goals and objectives, people, 

processes, structure, time, and organizational conditions (such as stability or crisis, 

resource availability, or organizational health). In this study, the organization’s historical 

and cultural context exacerbated insider reactions to the actions of the new executives. 

For example, organizational crisis and resource availability influenced decision making 

and action-orientation. Start-up companies had different organizational structures and 

fewer internal resources than larger more established ones. All of these contextual factors 

interacted with the organization and individual to affect integration outcomes.  Porter and 

McLaughlin (2006) argued that “our understanding of leadership could be improved by 

making a concerted effort to focus directly on the nature of the organizational context as 
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a primary object of interest, rather than treating it as almost an afterthought” (p. 573). 

Further research on the role context plays in executive integration could yield valuable 

insight. 

      Finally, this study heeded the call for qualitative research (Vancouver & Warren, 

2012).  The literature has failed to offer insight into the dynamic and complex nature of 

executive integration using quantitative methodologies, making qualitative research 

necessary. Qualitative methodologies are well-suited for research of this nature as they 

capture human experience in context.  

Limitations of the Study 

      This study responded to the call for qualitative research into the dynamics of 

organizational entry and integration (Vancouver & Warren, 2012) and to yield insight 

into its dynamic processes (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012).  The purpose was two-fold. 

First this study was designed to advance scholarly knowledge and understanding of 

phenomena related to organizational entry and executive integration. Secondly, this study 

was intended to address a problem of practice. Creswell (2007) identifies qualitative 

studies as useful for viewing phenomena holistically in attempt to “develop a complex 

picture of the problem or issue under study” (p. 39). Qualitative studies are emergent in 

design allowing the researcher to shift and adapt the inquiry in order to get at the heart of 

the problem. This study used semi-structured interviews to gather data from the 

participants. The semi-structured interviews provide flexibility (Creswell, 2007; 

Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 2009), allowing for surprising discoveries to emerge. The 

qualitative research approach best fit the nature of this investigation because it yielded a 

complex, detailed understanding of executive integration.   
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      This basic qualitative study interviewed executives who experienced the 

dynamics of entering an organization and the challenge of integrating. In addition, 

organizational insiders who experienced the phenomena of executive entry and 

integration from the inside the organization were also interviewed. By including both the 

perspectives from executives and organizational insiders this study produced a richer, 

more holistic understanding of the phenomena (Creswell, 2007). Due to the sensitivity of 

the subject matter and nature of interviewing elites, this study was not able to include 

multiple perspectives to the exact same phenomenon. Executives and organizational 

insiders did not come from a “bounded system” (i.e., the same organization) and 

therefore were not able to describe how they experienced and perceived the same series 

of events. Discovering common experiences and perspectives by triangulating interviews 

between executive participants, between organizational insider participants, and between 

the executive participants and the organizational insider participants helped address this 

limitation. That being said, a case study or comparative case studies would be ideally 

suited for further understanding the multifaceted dynamics of organizational entry and 

executive integration. “The unique strength [of the case study] is its ability to deal with a 

full variety of evidence - documents, artifacts, interviews, and observations” (Yin, 2009, 

p. 11). Interviewing executives and organizational insiders involved in the same case, 

coupled with document review, has the advantage of assessing for mutual understanding 

of performance expectations and teasing out with greater clarity the role of interpersonal 

interactions. 

      Due to the sensitive nature and legal protections associated with human resource 

practices, the process of executive selection, hiring, onboarding, and departure is 
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confidential and does not lend itself to direct observations (Odendahl & Shaw, 2002). 

Interviews were selected as the best data collection method since interviews are “useful 

for understanding experiences, opinions, attitudes, values, and processes” (Rowley, 2012, 

p. 261), and the symbolic interpretations of those experiences (Merriam, 2009). The data 

therefore is derived from retrospective accounts of the study participants which is subject 

to recall bias and impression management. “Although all interview studies suffer from 

what participants are able and/or willing to report about their lives, well-prepared 

interviewers can prompt, provoke, notice things that seem inconsistent and probe further 

into those matters” (Sosniak, 2006, p. 292) revealing more about the participant’s 

experience than either the researcher or participant could have imagined. To overcome 

the limitation of retrospective accounts, semi-structured interviews were used and a 

variety of techniques from probing, use of silence, paraphrasing and checking for 

understanding were applied. One can be certain that there are gaps in the retrospective 

accounts and the perspective is one sided. However, the degree of candor and accepting 

responsibility for one’s actions, especially for errors or lapses in judgement, suggest that 

the participants were forthcoming in recounting their experiences and realities. 

      A related limitation to using retrospective interviews is that participants could 

only speak to their own thinking, feeling, experiences, actions, interactions, and 

observations. They could only speculate on the experiences of others. Every attempt was 

made to have the participants describe observable behavior of other parties as opposed to 

speculating on how they might be thinking or feelings. In some cases, the participant did 

not have access to observable behavior limiting any conclusions that could be drawn. For 

example, in the case of a Board of Directors making the selection decision, one 
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organizational insider only knew the outcomes of the decision and was unable to identify 

what, if any, performance expectations that were communicated. The relatively limited 

time with each participant meant that it was difficult to gather in depth information about 

their history or personal characteristics that may have played a role in the choices they 

made, the way in which they made sense of their situation, or their interpersonal 

interactions. A phenomenological study could yield deeper insights into the individual 

tying their past experiences, goals, motivations, and personality into their decision 

making, actions, and reactions (Seidman, 2006).  

      Finally, the integration outcomes identified during this study were largely point in 

time. Of the executives who were still with the organization and described as having 

successfully integrated, they were described as such at the time of the interview. It is only 

the executives who exited the organization that we can, with assurance, conclude 

integration failure. A longitudinal design would more effectively capture integration 

dynamics and outcomes across time (Creswell, 2007).  

Recommendations for Research 

      This study yielded important insights into the dynamic process of executive 

integration. Due to the multifaceted nature of integration, and the interaction among 

factors, numerous opportunities for future research exist.  

      First of all, the dearth of scholarly research on executive integration leaves the 

field wide open for studies on the topic. From examining different industries, 

organizational cultures, first time leader transitions compared to seasoned leader 

transitions, and so forth. The sky is the limit. Therefore, the recommendations presented 

here focus on the areas that most piqued this researcher’s interest during the study.  
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      Organizational structure and decision-making processes for executive selection is 

an untapped area for exploration. With the exception of Sessa and Taylor (2000), 

executive selection occupies no more than a few references in the literature. This study 

found that executive selection is an important factor for integration success. Future 

studies could look at the role of the Board in executive selection, examine how selection 

criteria and processes lead to better executive hires and so forth.  

      Relatedly, a shroud of mystery exists in the literature regarding the role of 

executive search firms and how those firms influence selection choices and long-term 

executive success. For example, when a Board retains an executive search firm, how 

likely is the firm to recommend that the Board include internal stakeholders during the 

selection process to ensure a broad and more balanced view? How likely are they to 

emphasize the importance of culture fit and not just performance capabilities? And how 

does relying on their network expand and limit the pool of potential candidates? 

      This study found that leaders learn from previous experience. Leaders who had 

more experience in leadership transitions, learned from those experiences, and made 

better choices in the roles they accepted and how they entered the organization. The study 

however failed to tease out how personality or other personal characteristics played a 

role. For example, several study participants pointed to professional maturity or 

emotional intelligence as a factor in leader success. The executives who were successful 

in integrating into the organization described themselves or were described as having 

strong interpersonal and relationships skills. Research shows that relationship building is 

a key success factor (Bauer et al., 2007; Cross et al., 2006; Korte, 2007, 2010; Rollag et 

al., 2005). What is less clear in this line of research is how a leader’s personality or style 
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affect their interpersonal and relationship capabilities. Future research that examines the 

role of personality, leadership style, or emotional and social intelligence in influencing 

how a new leader enters the organization and the receptivity of the organization may find 

some interesting results with both practical and theoretical implications.  

      Culture fit and having strong interpersonal and relationship skills were found to 

be essential for executive success (Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Among the selection practices 

most promising to assess for fit and interpersonal/relational skills is the use of validated 

assessments such as personality instruments. While there are several validated personality 

instruments available on the market, it would be interesting to examine how other 

assessments, such as the Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientation (FIRO-B), 

could provide additional information on executive fit.   

      A fruitful area of inquiry would be to examine how executive roles are developed, 

defined, and what considerations are given to counter-roles and the culture of the 

organization when developing position and candidate criteria. Along those lines, applying 

role theory could provide insight into how individual and collective behavior is organized 

in social contexts (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Merton, 1957; Turner, 2001). Role refers to a 

“cluster of behaviors and attitudes that are thought to belong together, so that an 

individual is viewed as acting consistently when performing the various components of a 

single role and inconsistently when failing to do so” (Turner, 2001, p. 233). Given that 

work-related activities and tasks are clustered into different roles that interact with one 

another to “contribute, directly or indirectly, toward organizational aims” (Turner, 2001, 

p. 243), examining role-taking, -making, -sending, and -conflict is bound to yield both 

practical and theoretical insights.   
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      The literature shows that what happens during the early period of organizational 

entry has lasting effects on attitudes, beliefs, and subsequent behavior (Ashforth, 2012; 

Bauer & Green, 1994; Mabey & Iles, 1991; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Initial impressions 

have an enduring nature.  

Research on first impressions, in the field of psychology, identifies factors that 

influence how impressions are developed, from the appearance of the individual, to their 

facial expressions, tone of voice, and how dominant they appear (Ambady & 

Skowronski, 2008). The environment, context, recent history, and expectations can 

influence how those impressions are formed (Weisbuch, Unkelbach, & Fiedler, 2008). 

First impressions affect interactions and can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

The interactional “problem” with first impressions is not that we form them but  

that they can be incorrect. And when our first impressions are wrong—but they 

influence our behavior toward the target nonetheless— the stage is set for adverse 

consequences. The interactional consequences of erroneous first impressions is at 

the heart of research on self-fulfilling prophecies (also variously termed 

“interpersonal expectancy effects” or “behavioral confirmation”). As originally 

defined by Merton (1948), a self-fulfilling prophecy is an originally false 

definition of the situation that evokes behaviors making the false conception come 

true (Harris & Garris, 2008, p. 157) 

Future research could examine the effect of first impressions on later attitudes and 

behavior, beginning with executive selection, hiring, and onboarding. Participants in this 

study described some of their first impressions - how people were dressed, how they 

acted, what they said – and attributed qualities, positive and negative, to them. It was 
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outside the scope of this study to probe into how those impressions affected subsequent 

interactions, leaving the question unanswered.     

Summary 

      This study addressed a problem of practice and advanced scholarly knowledge on 

the dynamic, interacting factors associated with executive integration. Three strands of 

literature – socialization literature, leader transition literature, and the practitioner 

literature on leader onboarding – offer different and incomplete perspectives on the 

phenomena. This study brought the various perspectives together, applied a 

transdisciplinary approach, and used a complexity theory based on human interaction as 

its lens to capture complexity.  

      The study was guided by the research question: In what ways, do factors 

associated with externally hired executive integration (i.e., situational factors, 

organizational factors, individual factors, and interpersonal interactions) interact to 

facilitate or hinder integration? The study found that integration is complex, non-linear, 

and unpredictable. Complex responsive processes (CRP), the theoretical lens, shed light 

on the dynamic nature of organizational entry and executive integration (Stacey, 2001, 

2003; Stacey et al, 2000). CRP holds that when the interaction between individuals 

reaches a critical degree of diversity then spontaneous self-organization and emergence 

can occur potentially leading to rapid, unpredictable, and non-proportional changes. The 

finding that the new executive needs to be a culture fit with the organization in order to 

integrate is consistent with this perspective (Applebaum & Valero, 2007; Egon Zender, 

2013; Watkins, 2007).  
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The findings corroborate the literature that argues situational, organizational and 

individual factors interact to affect integration outcomes via interpersonal interactions 

(Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987). The first place where these interactions occur to affect 

integration is during executive selection. It was found that organizational leaders can 

improve integration outcomes down the line by implementing a robust executive 

selection process that is based on understanding organizational needs and realities, role 

requirements, and then hiring for culture fit along with the candidate’s performance 

capabilities. In addition, by providing a realistic job preview, organizational leaders can 

increase the likelihood for candidates to choose whether they think they are a good for 

the role. Organizational leaders can shore up those early investments by structuring 

learning for the incoming executive and fostering connections between the new leader 

and organizational insiders. Organizational culture and conditions were found to affect 

organizational practices (Patel & Patel, 2008; Schein, 2001), and organizational insiders 

played a key role via interactions with the new executive.  Situational factors interacted 

with organizational factors most notably when there was a crisis (see Figure 11c in 

Chapter 4).  

 The findings confirm existing literature that show that individuals are active in 

their integration process (Jones, 1983; Reichers, 1987; Watkins, 2003). Individual 

characteristics and biographical histories influenced new executive decision making and 

action beginning during the selection/job choice phase and continuing throughout the 

integration process. Executives who had considerable experience transitioning into leader 

roles appeared to be better prepared and were more deliberate in assessing the role and 

organizational culture for fit. They appeared to learn from past experience and used that 
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learning to guide their approach assessing the role, developing a transition plan, and how 

they approached learning and prioritized building relationships. Executives who 

successfully integrated into the organization also demonstrated behavioral flexibility and 

adaptability. Situational factors (e.g., employment status) interacted with executive 

decision making for at least three of the executive participants. And organizational 

factors and practices interacted with individual factors via interpersonal interactions 

throughout the entire process.  

In gratitude. The insights from this study would not have been possible without 

the participation, candor, and the thick, rich descriptions of their experiences by the study 

participants. It was an honor to listen and learn from them and to be taken along their 

journey as they reconstructed their experiences in vivid detail. I am forever changed by 

this experience and the privilege bestowed upon me by their generosity.  
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Appendix A: Study Information Sheet 
 
Problem Statement 
 
      Forty to 64 percent of new leaders are pushed out, fail or quit within the first 18 

months (Bradt, Check, & Pedraza, 2001), while many others underperform (Watkins, 

2003). One solution that has been purported to reduce failure rates and accelerate 

performance is executive onboarding (Bradt, Check, & Pedraza, 2001; Dai & De Meuse, 

2007; Watkins, 2003; Watkins, 2014; Wells, 2005); however, less than 30 percent of 

executives report they receive onboarding and integration support (Egon Zehnder, 2013), 

of those that do only 39% reported being satisfied by their companies’ efforts to integrate 

them (Wells, 2005).  

       Little is known about executive integration as there is a lack of scholarly research 

on the subject (Dai, et al, 2011; Klein & Polin, 2012). Three strands of literature look at 

newcomer integration from differing perspectives. The practioner literature emphasizes 

the importance of executive onboarding and integration but fails to provide details about 

specific practices (Klein & Polin, 2012). The organizational socialization literature sheds 

light on newcomer entry and integration. This literature emphasizes the role organizations 

play in socializing newcomers, however the focus is primarily on new career entrants and 

individuals lower in the hierarchy (Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012). The leader transition 

literature, while focusing on executive leaders, emphasizes the role the incoming leader 

plays in his/her own integration. Presumably, externally hired leaders possess tremendous 

subject matter expertise and experience; nevertheless, they lack contextual, political, and 

cultural knowledge necessary to integrate effectively on their own.  
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This study seeks to address a problem of practice and a gap in the scholarly 

literature. 

Purpose of the study.  The purpose of the forthcoming study is to understand the 

dynamic, interacting factors, that facilitate or hinder executive integration. To address 

this purpose, the research question is: In what ways, do factors associated with externally 

hired executive integration (i.e., situational factors, organizational factors, individual 

factors, and interpersonal interactions) interact to facilitate or hinder integration? 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent 
 

Dear ______(insert participant name), 

      The following information is provided for you to better understand the purpose of 

this study. Should you choose to participate, know that your participation is completely 

voluntary, and you are free withdraw at any time.  

      The purpose of this study is to understand factors that facilitate or hinder new 

leader integration into their new job and/or organization. This is a basic qualitative study 

designed to understand the process of executive integration from your perspective and 

experience. It includes one or two interviews (the first will be approximately 60-90 

minutes and an optional second meeting to review the findings will be approximately 30 

minutes). This process is completely confidential; your name, any identifying 

information, and the name of the organization you work with will not be used.  

      With your permission, the interview will be recorded, and I will be taking notes. 

The recording will be encrypted and transcribed by a professional transcriber who will be 

bound to confidentiality. The recording enables me to capture all of the information you 

share with me so the study can accurately reflect your experience. The recording will be 

deleted upon completion of the study. 

      Due to the dynamic, interactive nature of executive integration, I will be 

collecting data from the perspective of the externally hired leader, and from one member 

inside the organization. The goal is to gather both perspectives on the process. The 

information you share with me will not be disclosed to any other participant, or vice 

versa. Upon request, I will gladly share the overall themes after completing the study. 
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The themes will reflect trends and patterns from all study participants without any 

reference to any individual.  

     Individual quotes may be used to support study findings. The quotes will be 

stripped of any identifying information to protect your privacy.    

      Do not hesitate to ask any questions about the study at any time.  I will share a 

copy of your transcripts with you to verify their accuracy, and the key findings to verify 

their accuracy from your perspective. 

      If you choose to participate, please sign below confirming your consent with full 

knowledge of the nature and purpose of the study. Also sign that you consent to being 

audio-recorded. A copy of the signed consent form will be given to you. 

 
_________________________________                                  ______________________ 
Signature of Participant          Date 
 
 
________________________________                                   ______________________ 
Rochelle Sherlock, Researcher         Date 
 
Researcher’s Contact Information                           Dissertation Chair Contact Information 
Rochelle Sherlock                                                               Dr. Russell Korte, Ph.D. 
Rochelle@PotentiateLLC.com                                           rkorte@gwu.edu 
(707) 718-5637                                                             
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Rochelle@PotentiateLLC.com
mailto:rkorte@gwu.edu


 

359 
 

Appendix C: Executive Search and Integration Timeline  
 

Please fill out this timeline and return to the researcher. Refrain from using specific 
names of individuals in the timelines. Exact dates do not have to be used but a close 
approximation is helpful (e.g., last week of January 2019).  
 

 
 
 
List any other significant events, activities or experiences during this process that are not 
captured in the timeline above.  
 

a. Event/Activity/ Experience: ______________________________  Date: _______ 

b. Event/Activity/ Experience: ______________________________  Date: _______ 

c. Event/Activity/ Experience: ______________________________  Date: _______ 

d. Event/Activity/ Experience: ______________________________  Date: _______ 

e. Event/Activity/ Experience: ______________________________  Date: _______ 

COMMENTS: ___________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol  
 

Each interview began with an expression of gratitude to the individual for his/her 

willingness to participate. This was followed by providing an overview of the study, its 

purpose, and assurance of confidentiality. The participants were reminded to avoid using 

names or identifying the organization during the audio recording. A series of questions, 

relating to the factors identified in the literature was asked, followed by probes and 

clarifying questions. Two sets of questions were included in this protocol: 1) questions 

for the new leader, and 2) questions for the organizational insider.  

Questions for the New Leader 

 Integration Factors 
 
 
New Leader Interview Questions 
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1. Tell me a little bit about yourself, and what led up to you 
accepting the position.  

X X  
 

 

2. What factors contributed to you accepting the position? X X X X 

3. Did you prepare for the transition? If so, in what ways?  X    

4. Describe your experience transitioning into this role. X X X X 

5. What did the organization do to help you transition into 
the organization? 

 X X X 

6. As you reflect on your experience, what factors alone, or 
in interaction, facilitated your integration into the 
organization? 

X X X X 

7. As you reflect on your experience, what factors alone, or 
in interaction, hindered your integration into the 
organization?  

X X X X 
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Questions for the Organizational Insider 

 Integration Factors 

 
 
Interview Questions for Organizational Insider 
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1. Tell me a little bit about the organization and 
what led to the position coming available? 

 X X  

2. What qualities and characteristics were you 
looking for in a candidate?  

X X X  

3. What was the primary strategic objective for 
the position (e.g., to scale the organization, 
change management, etc.)? 

 X X  
 

4. What led you to offer the position to _______ 
(name of the leader)? 

X X X X 

5. From your observations, perspective, what did 
the leader do to prepare him/herself to assume 
the role?  

X  
 

 X 

6. Describe the leader’s transition into this role.   X X X X 

7. What did the organization do to help the leader 
transition and integrate into the organization? 

 X X X 

8. As you reflect on this transition, what factors 
alone, or in interaction, facilitated the leader’s 
integration into the organization? 

X X X X 

9. As you reflect on this transition, what factors 
alone, or in interaction, hindered the leader’s 
integration into the organization?  

X X X X 
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Appendix E: Provisional Start List of Codes 
  

Data analysis will begin with the following provisional codes. 

Situational Factors 

1. Conditions under which the new leader was hired 

2. Organizational entry 

3. Market forces 

4. Personal factors 

Organizational Factors 

5. Expectations of new leader 

6. Socialization practices (i.e., all actions the organization took from job design, 

recruitment, selection, orienting, and onboarding the leader) 

7. Organizational culture 

8. Actions of organizational insiders 

Individual Factors 

9. Goals 

10. Expectations 

11. Identity 

12. Actions  

13. Sense-making 

14.  Learning 

Interpersonal Interactions 

15. Informal interactions (i.e., water cooler chat, lunch) 

16. Formal interactions (i.e., role interactions) 
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Appendix F:  Researcher’s Thinking Located in Wider Philosophical Traditions 
 

This researcher’s experience and thinking aligns with Complex Responsive 

Processes (CRP), the theoretical lens for this study. CRP, assumes that human behavior 

evolves out of biological and sociological factors (i.e., nature and nurture). The theory 

incorporates bodily experience, to include reason and emotion. It also assumes that 

individual and collective forces are continually at play in human action and interaction. 

Below is a review of philosophical paradigms, locating the researcher’s thinking within 

traditions of thought that pertain to human nature and individual-collective.   

Philosophical Paradigms 

     Organizational theories are based upon age-old philosophies of science and theories 

about the nature of society (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Embedded in those philosophies 

and theories are major assumptions that drive the social-scientific enterprise. Primary 

assumptions pertain to 1) ontology, that is the nature of reality, 2) epistemology, that is 

the nature of knowledge, 3) human nature, and 4) the nature of society. These four have 

implications for a fifth assumption, the nature of research methodology. Well-grounded 

scholarly endeavors establish ontology before epistemology, and epistemology before 

methodology (Burrell & Morgan, 1970; Bunge, 1996; Tang 2011). The following 

explicates the history and philosophical assumptions which inform organizational 

theorizing, to demarcate CRP from other management and complexity theories, justify its 

use as the theoretical lens in this study, and make explicit the thinking and assumptions of 

this researcher and scholarly endeavor.   

      Current Western thought can trace its roots back some 3,000 years to the ancient 

Greeks and pre-Socratic philosophers who speculated on the nature of reality and 
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knowledge (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, Stacey et al., 2000).  Two philosophers, Heraclitus 

(c. 500 BC) and Parmenides (c. 450 BC), held opposing views on the nature of change 

(Graham, 2011). Heraclitus propounded that things are constantly changing. He is known 

for his belief in universal flux. Parmenides, on the other hand, argued that things were 

unchanging, static. The fundamental debate about the nature of society as being either 

stable or changing reverberates throughout history (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) and is 

reflected to this day in the discourse between management and complexity theorists 

(Stacey et al, 2000).  

      Two philosophical dimensions. Burrell and Morgan (1979) identified the 

stability-change debate as one of two dimensions for understanding four sociological 

paradigms that guide theorizing and research on social phenomenon. The stability-

change, or as Burrell and Morgan put it the “regulation-radical change” dimension 

captures competing philosophical assumptions related to the nature of society. In the 

stability/regulation camp, theorists are concerned with the unity and cohesiveness of the 

social order, and explaining how society is maintained and holds together as opposed to 

falling apart. This view is associated with Durkheim and his emphasis on social cohesion 

and the sociology of regulation. The opposing camp adheres to notions that the nature of 

society is one of perpetual change often brought about by structural conflict, power, and 

contradiction. This perspective is concerned with “man’s emancipation from the 

structures which limit and stunt his potential for development… potentiality as much as 

actuality… with what is possible rather than what is; with alternatives, rather than with 

acceptance of the status quo” (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 17).  This side of the debate 



 

365 
 

falls along the theorizing of Marx who was interested in the “role of conflict as the 

driving force behind social change” (p. 11).      

     The second dimension identified by Burrell and Morgan (1979) pertains to 

assumptions about the nature of science along the subjective-objective domain.   The 

competing positions along this dimension reflect the two leading intellectual traditions 

that have dominated the social sciences for over two hundred years: sociological 

positivism (objective) and German idealism (subjective).  The sociological positivist 

tradition views the social world from a “realist” ontology. The social world from this 

perspective is viewed as having “hard, tangible and relatively immutable structures” (p. 

4) that are external to the individual. Scholars adhering to this tradition see the social 

world as something that can be measured and modeled. Positivist epistemological 

assumptions accompanying a realist ontology hold that objective facts can be obtained 

about the social world allowing scholars to identify regularities, causal relationships, 

explain, predict, and control social phenomena. Relatedly, this position views human 

nature as being relatively deterministic. Human action is somewhat driven and 

constrained by internal and/or situational forces. Methodologies that accompany this 

philosophical tradition are nomothetic, that is “relating to, involving, or dealing with 

abstract, general, or universal statements or laws” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). The 

purpose of nomothetic methodologies is to explain objective phenomena and to 

generalize.  

      In contrast to the approach above, the subjective perspective assumes that the 

social world is not made up of ‘real’, tangible structures (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). 

Rather, labels and concepts applied to it are merely constructs created by people to make 
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sense of the external world. This view rejects the idea that one can stand outside of social 

phenomena as an “observer” of it. The epistemology associated with this perspective 

assumes a subjective nature of knowledge and knowing based on experience. According 

to Burrell and Morgan, this view generally holds that human beings are free-willed and 

can act somewhat independently of situational forces. Idiographic methodologies, that 

accompany this perspective, seek to understand the experience and meaning of subjective 

phenomena. It is an approach that focuses on specific entities, elements, events, and 

situations (Warton, 2006). It specifies rather than generalizes.  

      Four paradigms. The two dimensions identified above relate to the nature of 

social science (i.e., objective-subjective), and the nature of society and change (Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979). Burrell and Morgan argue that there are four sociological paradigms 

along these two dimensions (see Figure 1). The paradigms are functionalist, 

interpretative, radical humanist, and radical structuralist. The functionalist paradigm 

generally holds society and social systems to be relatively stable across time and adhere 

to an objective social reality. Similar to functionalism, the interpretive paradigm lands in 

the stability camp but differs in that interpretativists view social reality as subjective in 

nature. Radical humanists and radical structuralists see the nature of society as one of 

change. They differ from one another in that radical humanists adhere to the subjective 

nature of social reality whereas the radical structuralists have an objective bent.  
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      Additional philosophical assumptions. Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) two 

dimensions and four paradigms serve to simplify the complex, competing assumptions 

and the long, contentious philosophical debate found throughout history. For the purpose 

of clarifying CRP as the theoretical lens for this study, assumptions regarding human 

nature must be expounded further. Tang (2011) identifies nine “bedrock” foundational 

paradigms. These paradigms are similar to those identified by Burrell and Morgan 

(1979), although the terminology differs. The bedrock paradigms identified by Tang are: 

materialism and ideationalism; conflict and harmony; individualism and collectivism; 

biological evolution determinism, socialization, and anti-socialization. The materialism-

ideationalism and the conflict-harmony paradigms correspond to Burrell and Morgan’s 

objective-subjective, stability-change dimensions respectively; therefore, these will not 

be pursued further. The paradigms relating to individualism and collectivism, and 

biological determinism and socialization/anti-socialization merit additional exploration.  

      Individualism and collectivism. Individualism, ontologically speaking, holds 

three key assumptions (Tang, 2011). The first being that individuals form collectives. 

Secondly, collectives are considered to be the sum of the individuals within them which 

means that collectives do not possess unique properties in and of themselves. Finally, 

                  Sociology of change  

Subjective 
Radical Humanist Radical Structuralist 

Objective 
Interpretive Functionalist 

                                Sociology of regulation and stability  

Figure 1. Four philosophical paradigms. 
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collectives have little effect on individual behavior. Epistemologically, individualism 

argues that the sum of individual behavior is all that is necessary to understand 

collectives. 

      Collectivism, on the other hand, asserts that collectives are not just the sum of its 

parts but rather they possess additional and unique properties. For example, group 

identity, social structure, culture, norms, and interdependence between individuals exist 

as distinct properties in collectives.  A second ontological assumption is that once 

collectives are formed they exert considerable influence over the thinking and behavior of 

individuals. Epistemologically, to understand social groups, we need to understand their 

properties and the ways in which properties change and affect social outcomes across 

time. Moreover, human behavior can be understood to result largely from external social 

forces.  

      Tang (2011) argues for a synthesis between collectivism and individualism. He 

states that while an individual can exist outside of social groups it is highly unlikely. The 

human being is a social creature. Survival, progress, and the perpetuation of the species is 

contingent upon social groupings. That being said, social groups profoundly and 

pervasively affect an individual’s psychology and behavior. “This ontological fact means 

that when seeking to understand human society, individualism and collectivism should 

not be pitted against other: neither individualism alone nor collectivism alone is adequate 

or tenable” (Tang, 2011, p. 223). Further Tang asserts: 

To adequately understand human society, we again have to synthesize 

individualism and collectivism organically. Such a synthesis should follow the 

following five principles. (1) Individuals make collectives, thus holding 
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ontological priority over collectives. As such, all collectivism theories must 

contain assumptions at the individual level, implicitly or explicitly. (2) Collectives 

have extra properties other than the sum of individuals’ properties: collectives 

cannot be reduced to the simple sum of individuals. (3) Individuals invent and 

deploy both material stuff (e.g., temples and monuments) and ideational stuff 

(e.g., ideas, rituals, identities, norms, institutions, and culture) to hold the 

collectives together. (4) Once created, these collective-derived properties come 

back to shape individuals’ mentalities and behavior, and thus social outcomes 

afterward. The information flow between individual and collective is an enclosed 

circle rather than a one-way street. To adequately understand human society, we 

need to understand the interaction between individuals and collectives (i.e., how 

individuals’ actions shape collectives and how collectives shape individuals). This 

interaction, in which the much debated agent-structure problem is only a part, has 

been one of the major driving forces behind the evolution of human society 

(Tang, 2011, p. 224) 

Biological determinism and socialization/anti-socialization. Discussions about 

human nature, that is, the “nature-nurture” debate, have all but disappeared from the 

social sciences (Tang, 2011). Scholars in the social sciences tend to ignore human nature 

and/or deny its relevance to studying social systems. Tang argues that this is 

unsatisfactory. “Human nature remains a thorny problem that will not—and should not—

go away because no social theory is possible without some assumption over human 

nature: all social theories assume some kind of human nature, one way or another” (p. 

225).  
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      Ontologically, the biological evolution side of the debate contends that biological 

evolution is the most critical driving force behind human nature, that evolution has 

equipped the human brain/mind with certain traits, that this evolution-endowed nature is 

universal and inerasable (Tang, 2011). Moreover, the biological evolution perspective 

views survival/security and perpetuation of the species as two key drivers of human 

behavior. Human nature is understood epistemologically as being a product of 

evolutionary determinism. Tang (2011, p. 225) makes a distinction between human 

nature and human behavior. What needs to be stressed is that human nature is not human 

behavior per se. Human behavior is a function of two determinants: internal drivers 

(interest, capability, resolve, etc.), external environment (e.g., opportunity, constraints). 

Human nature is about the drivers of human behavior and human’s inherent potentiality 

for certain behavior (e.g., sucking, eating, etc.). 

      Socialization and anti-socialization both contend that social forces are more 

dominant in shaping human nature, and thus human behavior (Tang, 2011).  Two related 

ontological assumptions held by the socialization paradigm are: 1) behavior is primarily 

shaped and constrained by social forces most notably power imbued institutional systems 

and culture, and 2) individuals feel the need to conform to social forces creating stable 

systems. Individual behavior is understood epistemologically by explaining how social 

structure, culture, and norms guide and constrain behavior. Structuralists and 

functionalists generally assume that individuals internalize social needs and govern their 

own behavior accordingly. The anti-socialization paradigm, on the other hand, believes 

that society has prevented individuals from attaining their inherent freedom. Individuals 
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are believed to be free-willed and capable of critical thinking. Critical thinking in turn 

leads to their emancipation from social forces.  

      The Hegelian dialectical proffers value here (Hegal, 1991). Hegel argued that in 

philosophical thought each idea or thesis can be negated by a contradictory idea or anti-

thesis; the anti-thesis is itself negated in relationship to the original thesis automatically. 

Two opposing ideas cancel the other out by their very existence. The thesis/anti-thesis is 

resolved through synthesis which in turn becomes a new thesis, and by its very nature can 

be negated by a contradictory idea or antithesis. Hegel refers to the triadic negation as 

“circle within circles” (Hegal, 1991, § 15, ¶ 1). Each circle of thought is complete in and 

of itself but when an opposing idea is presented then it spirals to a higher level while still 

containing the smaller circles within it much like a spiral. In the case of biological 

determinism versus socialization/anti-socialization neither perspective can stand 

independently of the other. There is ample scientific evidence that biology affects 

behavior (Damasio, 1994; 1999; 2003). There is likewise ample support that social 

structure and socialization affect behavior (Elias, 2000). Some philosophical traditions 

hold the contradictory positions of these two perspectives by taking a “both…and”, 

“figure…ground” perspective and alternating between those two poles (Stacey, 2003). 

This is insufficient for explaining complex phenomena and a synthesis is needed.          

      Assumptions about the role of reason and affect in human behavior. 

Assumptions about the role of reason and affect in human behavior. Positivist 

perspectives have dominated much of sociological theorizing (Tang, 2011).  “Emotions 

rather than gone from sociological analysis, have been, to put it more aptly, in 

disciplinary exile” (Berezin, n.d., p. 109). Tang (2011) argues that philosophical 
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assumptions viewing individuals as rational independent agents ignore the fundamental 

human experience. “A large portion of human behavior is socially (thus also historically) 

constructed, and this social construction includes not only material interest but also 

emotional and ideational influence” (p. 239). Theories excluding the affective dimension 

of social life fail to account for individual and collective actions that are not governed by 

reason. This leaves a significant gap in the literature as human behavior is driven far 

more by affect laden factors (Damasio, 1994; 1999; 2003) such as honor, greed, and fear 

than rationality (Berezin, n.d.; Tang, 2011).  

       The role emotions play in individual and social phenomena has been gaining 

momentum among academic researchers (Berezin, n.d.). American Sociological 

Association president Neil Smelser (1998) in his presidential address, gave the state of 

ambivalence to illustrate the importance of affect for sociological analysis. Smelser 

argued that the problem with rationality is its assumption that individuals experience 

social life as a series of either/or, or zero-sum choices in a series of atemporal and 

ahistorical contexts…. According to Smelser, ambivalence, the state of holding 

“opposing affective orientations towards the same person, object or symbol” (1998, 5) is 

more characteristic of how individuals experience social life than certainty. (Berezin, 

n.d., p. 109). 

      Massey (2002) took this a step further. Massey proclaimed that emotions are 

constitutive of social life, and are an integral part of human biology and evolution that 

has been ignored by social scientists for far too long. He argued that emotions are so 

inherent to human life that they should be at the core of sociological inquiry.  
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      Once more, the Hegelian dialectic offers insight (Hegal, 1991). Rational based 

theories tend to hold that action is a derivative of reason. Human history is replete with 

affective narratives (Massey, 2002). Even in what is assumed to be cognitive-based 

actions of evaluation, judgment, decision making, and beliefs, Kahneman (2013) has 

effectively disputed those assumptions and argued that there are two interdependent 

systems, System 1 (i.e., automatic subconscious processes including emotion) and 

System 2 (i.e., cognition, reason, cortical thinking), that work in concert to influence 

behavior.  Of the two, System 1 dominates human judgment and decision making, so 

much so that Kahneman proclaimed that much of what we learned about cognition 

empirically is at a minimum insufficient, and in some cases completely false.  Again a 

synthesis is needed since action is at the core of all social analysis regardless of 

theoretical orientation (Alexander 1982).  

      Philosophical, theoretical, and empirical interest in the role of affect is growing 

and advances in neuroscience has helped pave the way (Berezin, n.d.; Damasio 1994, 

1999, 2002). Among those interested in the study of emotions are: philosophers (Capra, 

1996; Nussbaum 2001; Pizarro 2000), economists (Kahneman, 2013; Romer, 2000), 

sociologists (Loewenstein 2000; Elster 1999; Turner 2000; Barbalet 1998), medical 

researchers (Adler, 2007; Suchman, 2006) and management scholars (Goleman, 1995, 

2006; Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002) to name a few.  

      Summary of philosophical assumptions and traditions.  In summary, sociological 

debate has tended to ignore important assumptions regarding human nature (Tang, 2011) 

and the nature of change in society (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Assumptions about human 

nature related to individualistic versus collective orientations can be found in the on-
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going agency-structure debate (Tang, 2011); however, theorizing on the nature-nurture 

paradigms and the role of emotions has, until very recently, fallen silent. Moreover, 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) argue that there has been a tendency to focus on the 

subjective-objective philosophical dimensions to the exclusion of the stability-change 

dimension. The introduction of complexity theory to the social sciences has revived the 

stability and change debate and spawned much theorizing and research aimed at 

explaining the inexplicable.   
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Appendix G: Description of Study Participants 
 
Externally Hired Leaders 

Gabriela, Ph.D., an accomplished academic, strategist, and educational leader, 

was recruited by an executive search firm, and hired for the position of Provost at a 

University. At the time, she was in a leadership role at another institution and was not 

looking for a job. Gabriela had been ignoring position announcements and the attempts of 

executive recruiters to engage her in considering other executive roles. The position 

announcement for the role she eventually accepted, as she recalled, “happened at a time 

in which I had had an interesting interaction on campus (of her previous employer) and 

thought I should at least look to see what else is available”. At the time of this interview, 

Gabriela had been in her role successfully for two years. 

      Scott is a seasoned human resources/talent management executive with 

experience in the finance, technology, and retail industries. Scott was approached by an 

executive search firm regarding the position of Executive Vice-President, Chief Human 

Resources Officer at Acme Solutions. Scott was employed at a different company at the 

time he was approached by the recruiter. His employer had broken their promise to him, 

so he was actively looking for an alternative position and was in conversation with a 

different executive recruiter for a different opportunity. Scott chose to join Acme 

Solutions because they described the role as a fast-moving change agent which was very 

much aligned with Scott’s style and interests. Moreover, Acme Solutions moved quickly 

through the selection process. Scott interpreted their speed as a verification of their stated 

desire to “move quickly”.  Scott exited the role after 11 months.  
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      Zoe is an experienced professional in the human resources (HR) field with 

extensive experience working in a global tech manufacturing company, and five years as 

an HR Director. Zoe was working as an independent consultant when she first 

encountered the organization she was to join. She was originally engaged as a consultant 

to fix the numerous and costly HR problems. Upon an initial assessment, Zoe 

recommended that they hire an in-house HR executive due to the enormous work that 

needed to be done. After some discussion, the leadership agreed to bring her on in an HR 

Vice-President position. Zoe worked in the most senior HR role and exceeded every 

performance objective for 21 months before she was demoted. She parted from the 

organization nine months later. 

      Samantha ("Sam") is a seasoned professional with decades of retail experience 

holding senior executive roles (e.g., President) in in world class organizations and 

Fortune 500 companies. She was looking for a new and different opportunity when she 

discovered the position and inquired. After a thorough selection and mutual vetting 

process, she accepted a position with a global solutions firm as Executive Managing 

Director and Head of Retail Services. The position, while in retail, was in a different 

industry than her previous roles. Sam has been successfully in her role for 13 months. 

      Walt, Ph.D., is a highly educated, seasoned professional with extensive 

experience in local government. He saw a position announcement for Health Director and 

responded to the search firm with a critique of the position eligibility criteria, stating that 

a Medical Degree was not needed for the role. A recruiter contacted him and invited him 

to apply. Walt was impressed with the organization which had a stellar reputation both 

locally and nationally. He was excited at the prospect of joining them and accepted the 
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position. Even though Walt met and exceeded the goals of turning around a difficult 

situation in an extraordinarily short time period, he parted from the organization after 

nine months.   

      Idris, Ph.D., is a subject matter expert in digital learning with an impressive 

background of growing online programs. She became aware of the position through a 

friend who thought the job description was a good match for her skills and experience. 

Idris applied for the position but ended up accepting a different position as the Head of 

Digital and Enterprise Learning. She was tasked with launching an aggressive online 

learning agenda within a very tight timeframe. Although Idris successfully launched the 

learning agenda and is still with the organization, she never fully integrated and is 

ambivalent about her future with the organization.  

      Nova is a seasoned professional with decades of retail experience. She has served 

in Director, Vice-President, and Senior Vice-President roles with world class 

organizations and Fortune 500 companies. Nova was between roles when she noticed the 

job announcement on LinkedIn and applied. After vetting the organization and role to be 

sure there was a good fit, she accepted the position as Vice President of Planning. She has 

been in her role successfully for a year.  

      Anthony “Tony” is a seasoned executive with 20 years’ experience in the 

healthcare field. Tony held several executive level roles prior to accepting the position as 

Chief Executive of ______ Services with a regional health care system. His name was 

given to the organization by a colleague who thought he was well suited for the position. 

An executive reached out to him and invited him to apply for the role. Tony had been 

with his previous employer for nearly 13 years when this opportunity became available. 
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The role appealed to Tony for numerous reasons, so he decided to accept the position and 

relocated his family. Tony has been successfully in his role for 17 months.       

Organizational Insiders 

     Audrey is the EVP of Global Talent Management and Development in a well-

established, publicly traded global retail conglomerate. With multiple subsidiaries in the 

company’s portfolio, Audrey has had the unique opportunity to observe, and lead, 

numerous executive hires and integration processes across different companies.    

     Ben is the COO of a privately owned, rapidly scaling start-up company in the 

automotive industry. In the last two years they hired three c-suite leaders. The company 

was looking for leaders who had specialized experience and expertise, and big company 

experience to match their rapid growth.  Two of the leaders were found via a search firm 

and one was a referral from the parent company.  

     Debrah is a senior HR leader who has worked in the insurance industry, 

manufacturing, and health care. As the most senior HR leader, she described how 

different styles of leadership affected the organizations, as well as, how the Board of a 

privately owned company interfered with operations and the ultimate success of an 

externally hired leader.  

     Jon is the CHRO of a privately owned global online retailer. He has witnessed 

numerous executive leadership changes over the past five years, including three CEOs. 

   Lee is a seasoned HR leader with a long history in retail companies. She worked 

as the CHRO for a privately owned brand name retail company during a major change in 

ownership and organizational restructuring and is currently working as the talent 

management leader in a rapidly growing start-up.   
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    Noah is an entrepreneur and founder/CEO of a rapidly growing e-commerce 

company. The company outgrew the then CFO who transitioned out of the role and into 

retirement. The first CFO they hired, after the original one retired, was not a good match 

for the organization and left within 9 months of being hired. The second CFO they hired 

was a much better fit, although not perfect, and remains in the company. The company 

hired two other senior executives, one in supply chain and the other in HR.  

      Renata was the Development Director at a successful, well-established 35-year-

old organization when the beloved and long-time Executive Director (ED) retired. The 

Board retained an Executive Search firm to conduct a national search for the ED’s 

replacement. The Board found and hired Lydia as the new ED. Lydia relocated to the area 

to assume her position. Lydia’s leadership style was the opposite of her predecessor. 

Within the first 60 days of her employment, there was substantial voluntary turnover in 

leadership and mission critical positions leading to a loss of institutional knowledge and 

the relationship holders of strategic partnerships.        

      Roan, a new Vice-President of Talent and Operations in a privately owned 

biomedical data management firm, shared her observations of an externally hired Chief 

Marketing Officer (CMO) Theodore who was “hired to backfill for someone else who 

had been terminated from the role after less than a year”. Theodore was found through 

the network of an officer at the company, and he was selected, in part, due to his 

technical expertise and experience in a company that used similar data analytics. 

Theodore was terminated after five months in the role. Roan, who joined the company 

around the same time as Theodore, shared her own experience entering a new 
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organization. Unlike Theodore, Roan was not only successful in her role, but she was 

quickly promoted. 

      Sofia is a seasoned professional with decades of experience in regional healthcare. 

She was the Senior Vice-President (SVP) of People and Culture prior to becoming a 

Chief Administrative Officer. Over the years she observed numerous executives joining 

the organization, some with success and others that were not successful. Early executive 

failures led the organization to change their practices.  

      Susan is a seasoned professional and the Chief Human Resources Officer 

(CHRO) at a privately owned, nationally recognized retail organization. She has 

witnessed dozens of C-Suite executives hired from the outside and observed certain 

patterns of those who fail to integrate and those who succeed.  
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