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GRETCHEN’S STORY 
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1

I accepted a newly-created position as 
a Vice President for product launches, 
with responsibility for Asia Pacific and 
Latin America, at a fast-growing beauty 
brand. In a highly competitive environ-
ment, with the organ-
ization scrambling to 
keep up, my boss 
Greg told me I would 
have to drive results 
for the regions. 

My first assign-
ment was to carry out 
two key product 
launches. Everything 
was going well until I encountered a 
major setback with resources. During 
the selection process, the company 
talked about my team as though they 
were solid-line reporting relationships, 
but I soon discovered they were only 
dotted-line associates from R&D, Mar-
keting, and Planning.  

Given my accountabilities, it would 
be difficult to meet expected results 
with no direct reports. Adding to that, I 
found myself managing a large opera-
tion with a business model that I had to 
adapt to both Asia Pacific and Latin 
America regions (vastly different mar-
kets). I was concerned about the frag-
mentation of my role, but proceeded 
onward.  

Feeling pressure to deliver quickly, I 
assembled an ad-hoc team. With eve-
ryone spread across two continents and 
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12 time zones, I traveled to meet each 
team member face-to-face. Since I had 
placed a significant focus on relation-
ships early in the transition, my feed-
back scores (delivered through Level-

Set: Early Feedback) 
were high enough to 
be typical of New 
Leaders who will ex-
perience long-term 
success.  

Then, four or five 
months into my role, 
the Vice President of 
HR started hearing 

concerns that I wasn't generating ex-
pected results. My boss Greg ap-
proached me and said, “Frankly, I’m 
not sure if you do have the skills for 
this job.” 

That was only the beginning of my 
struggles. Within a short time, I saw 
my reputation tarnished. I learned I 
was being labeled a “poor fit”—no 
matter how hard I worked.  

At this point, I feared my employ-
ment was coming to a swift and dra-
matic end. The company seemed 
ready to cut its losses, and start re-
cruiting the “perfect” replacement. 
But in my defense, I felt I had entered 
the job with others holding unreason-
able expectations—given the lack of 
resources and failure to properly sup-
port meeting demanding goals. The 
organization was holding me to a 

I wasn't struggling 
because I didn't fit, but 
because I was in a role 
that wasn't structured 

for success. 
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Gretchen’s Story continued… 
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standard no one could live up to. So, I 
decided to take action, and arranged a 
meeting with my boss, and Janet, the 
head of HR, to see what we could do.  

As we talked through the details of 
the first months in the role, Janet chal-
lenged Greg to look at things from my 
perspective. She said, “Greg, let’s re-
view the hard facts. The organization 
never set this role up for success, and a 
global product launch without dedicat-
ed resources was doomed no matter 
who led the charge. So instead of blam-
ing or replacing Gretchen, I think we 
should try to identify and remove signif-
icant stumbling blocks, so that she can 
meet her goals.”  

After that meeting, Greg restruc-
tured my entire role, giving me a team 
of eight direct reports (all known to be 
effective at implementation), providing 
financial resources, and (perhaps most 
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importantly) redefining the scope of my 
responsibilities.  

Things got a lot better, and we en-
joyed two successful product launches 
in quick succession. Six months later, 
after our annual talent review, Greg 
said that the leadership team considers 
me a top-tier talent in the organization, 
with promotion potential for up to two 
levels above my current role.  

Together, the organization and I de-
bunked the myth of fit. I wasn't strug-
gling because I didn't fit, but because I 
was in a role that wasn’t structured for 
success.  

Greg and Janet took time to under-
stand the scope of the role, align re-
sources and expectations, and set me 
up to succeed. And in turn, I utilized 
those resources and did my utmost to 
ensure their desired goals were met.	  

Unfortunately, Gretchen’s experience is far more common than it should be—

and the “Gretchens” of the world, as well as their companies, deserve better. 

  A lot rides on a typical leadership-level hire. In fact, many companies stake 

their futures on newly-placed CEOs and other senior leaders. So when those 

hires “go wrong,” and a top leader fails, the pain is significant—for both the 

company and the New Leader. Yet the same onboarding mistakes are repeat-

ed. And New Leaders continue to derail.  
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In addition to the cost of replacement and the damage inflicted on their 

team, mistakes and missed opportunities can carry a multi-million dollar price 

tag.1 When derailment occurs, the New 

Leader’s demise is typically attributed to 

their “poor fit” with the organization and its 

culture.  

  Not surprisingly, we often hear clients 

talk about how they want to hire New Lead-

ers who “fit” in their organization. The idea is understandably appealing to 

them—with an emphasis on fit, they believe they can increase certainty of New 

Leader success. 

DISTRACTED BY A GLASS-SLIPPER MENTALITY 
Hiring Managers and HR Partners believe that someone who fits will settle in 

faster and more appropriately, with quicker ramp-up and higher eventual lev-

els of performance. While it is important that New Leaders demonstrate be-

haviors and values that are relevant to the organization, it is only a portion of 

the foundation for future effectiveness and longevity.  

  This narrow way of thinking about selecting leaders promotes a “glass 

slipper” approach to hiring, and perpetuates the Myth of Fit. Many Hiring 

Managers or their HR Partners operate with the belief that only one person (or 

type of person) is a suitable candidate for that role. To that end, there is an 

ever-increasing array of assessment tools,2 advertising ways for companies to 

ensure fit for new hires and screen out the “wrong” people (with the implica-

tion that if they don’t pass the fit test, they will fail in their roles).  

One of the issues with the fit perspective is that it has different meaning for 

different people. For many, fit could mean “be just like us,” people who can 

meld flawlessly with their cultures. And since most companies want to perform 

better, this can be a tempting but mistaken notion.  
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One of the issues with the 
“fit” perspective is that it 
has different  meaning for 
different people. 
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§ Too many similar people = too many people who think the same way.  

§ Too many people who think the same way = suppression of new ide-

as, or failure to challenge existing ideas.3  

  It also implies something unpleasant for those who are not considered 

mainstream—that as people with different work styles, genders, sexual orien-

tations, experience bases, ethnicities, or skin colors, contributions will be mar-

ginalized (or simply not considered).4 

  In the book Assimilating New Leaders: The Key to Executive Retention, Di-

ane Downey, Tom March, and Adena Berkman maintain that “fit isn’t every-

thing,” and “the relative importance of different kinds of fit varies according to 

your organization’s current needs. Someone who mirrors the current culture, 

values, and goals may fit in just fine as a direct replacement, but may therefore 

be less likely to contribute new ideas to emerging change efforts. It is im-

portant for a new leader to share the core values of an organization, and may-

be even have alignment with its preferred work style. But fit is not simply a 

matter of similarity.”5 

  Rather than accepting the “glass slipper” model, what if we define fit as 

the extent to which New Leaders behave in ways that are acceptable to their 

new peers and colleagues? If New Leaders respect their coworkers and their 

ways of doing things, they are likely to be more accepted 

by others, voice opinions more effectively, and become 

more influential. And it matters to their future a lot. In one 

study, coworker acceptance was one of the strongest 

predictors of New Leader turnover and performance.6 The 

dynamics support a more situational way of thinking 

about leader transition. And that there is room in the or-

ganization for leaders of many types, provided they understand the behaviors 

foundational to their success.  
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DEMYSTIFYING FIT 
A compatible notion is the idea that fit is not solely the responsibility of the 

New Leader—that it is also the job of the organization to orchestrate the suc-

cess of that person.7 While this idea may take a bit of getting used to, it sup-

ports the premise that companies typically do a pretty good job of hiring peo-

ple with the “potential to fit.” Knowing that, why wouldn’t those employers 

want to create more certainty by ensuring their new hires are truly set up for 

success?8 

  Starting a new job can be tough going, 

and it turns into a far more productive experi-

ence when the New Leader has assistance in 

their navigation. Anyone who has started a 

new role can attest to the organizational 

“maze” that must be negotiated as part of a 

successful transition.  

  The first dead-end can occur when the New Leader realizes post-hire that 

their role and company are not as described to them during the selection pro-

cess. While difficult to accept, it is important for the New Leader to recognize 

what their role reality truly is, and adapt to it. The second potential dead-end 

appears when the New Leader has developed a nuanced understanding of the 

truly paradoxical nature of their transition. They see that they must: 

§ Bring about major change without making anyone unhappy or dis-
rupting the organization.  

§ Be confident without being arrogant. 

§ Remain humble while leading a large team with a substantial 
budget (and power). 

§ Emphasize a focus on learning when they thought they needed to 
be actively demonstrating their worth.  
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It is important for the 
New Leader to 

recognize what their 
role reality truly is, 

and adapt to it. 
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While many New Leaders eventually demystify their transition, it often hap-

pens after a series of mistakes, retracing steps, and much frustration. It is only 

when they emerge on the other side of the maze that many New Leaders are 
seen as full-fledged members of the organizational culture. The purpose of 
leader onboarding is to support that successful navigation of the maze, grace-

fully recognizing and reconciling multiple challenges and paradoxes.  

FINDING A BALANCE: SHARING THE LOAD  
New Leader fit requires equilibrium. Downey, March, and Berkman assert that 

it is important to have commonalities between the New Leader and the organ-

ization. However, the authors state, “There should be adequate space for each 

to offer unique contributions and add value to the other. So, if the purpose of 

the hire is to push the organization in a new direction, finding the proper fit 

(not too close, not too far away) is critical.”9 

  Rather than have “fit” be a throwaway explanation for success or derail-

ment, doesn’t it make sense for companies to have a better understanding of 

what contributes to desired New Leader outcomes, and why? Thus this book: 

if we can make the “failure of fit” be seen as what we really believe it to be—a 

failure to cause the fit of the New Leader—wouldn’t everyone win? Companies 

retain valued leaders. New Leaders not only keep their jobs, but also ramp up 

faster and less painfully. Employees have more effective bosses and teams. 

And HR Partners get to attend to what they most want to do: retain and de-

velop talent to drive stronger organizational performance.  
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If the challenges described in this chapter sound familiar to you, perhaps the 

suggested actions that we have included below may be helpful. 

YOUR KEYS TO OVERCOMING THE MYTH OF “FIT”   
What the Hiring Manager can do.  

Be very clear about role expectations before, during and after the se-

lection process.  

Avoid “glass slipper” thinking, and recognize that more than one way 

of leading can drive organizational success.  

What the New Leader can do. 

Identify, and balance, your responses to the paradoxical nature of your 

transition.  

Be vigilant about, and adapt to, the cultural requirements for success.   

What the HR Partner can do. 

Actively engage the Hiring Manager in the selection process, focusing 

on clear role expectations and true job requirements.  

Become a strong partner with the New Leader, building a “safe con-

tainer” for confidential conversations about the paradoxical nature of 

their transition.  

 

This document is Chapter One of the upcoming book The 
Myth of “Fit”: Unlock New Leader Success with High-Impact 
Onboarding, set to be released May 1, 2017.  
    If you would like to pre-order a copy, please click here.  
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For more information on how the coaches and consultants of Leader OnBoarding can assist 
in developing your organization’s onboarding capability, or guiding you through an effective 
onboarding experience, call 877.733.7310, or contact us at info@leaderonboarding.com. 


