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A resignation lands in your inbox. Your expansion plan gets the green light. A competitor recruits the executive you had quietly hoped would lead your next chapter. Suddenly, the talent question you meant to address has become the one you cannot postpone. Apparently, “we should get around to that” was not a succession plan.
Over my years in executive search, I’ve met leaders who could sell a compelling vision, rally the organization behind it and turn that shared ambition into outsized results. The ones who stood out also looked around the corner. They made time to meet people who might eventually succeed them or bring capabilities the business would need next. They were building relationships before the pressure was on.
Meet tomorrow’s talent today
Internal executive search teams often encourage these meetings through what some companies call “strategic talent introductions.” The idea is simple: bring a leader together with someone whose capabilities could matter to the business in the future, even when there is no job to discuss today.
I think of this as “nextworking”: building relationships with an eye toward what comes next. Where is the business heading? Who has already tackled the challenges ahead? Who could help you see an opportunity you have not yet recognized? A potential successor may bring a very different background from the person currently in the seat.
The conversation should be useful on both sides. What is the executive hoping to build or learn? What challenges is the company preparing for? Where might their ambitions intersect? When there is a promising connection, staying in touch once a quarter can give the relationship room to develop.
One hour that can open new doors
One leader delighted me when he shared a simple habit: every month, he deliberately made time to speak with at least one targeted leadership candidate. He gave future talent a recurring place on his calendar, alongside the demands of running the business. Future talent had finally made it onto the calendar without first becoming an emergency.
That commitment creates room to identify potential successors and learn about the market along the way. A conversation about how someone built a team, navigated a difficult transition or approached a new business challenge can reveal more than a résumé. It can also introduce a different way of thinking about the leader’s own organization.
Now imagine the difference when a critical role opens. You have people to call, conversations to build on and a clearer sense of what strong talent looks like in the market. The search still requires rigorous assessment. But you begin with a head start earned one conversation at a time.
Give people a reason to remember you
AI makes it easier to learn about an executive or a company without ever speaking to anyone. A personal conversation offers something that information alone cannot: a chance to understand each other’s judgment, priorities and ambitions.
A thoughtful conversation can give a future candidate a reason to remember your business when opportunity comes knocking. It also gives the leader something valuable: a fresh perspective on where talent is emerging and what the next generation of leadership could bring.
Give candidates a reason to say yes
Candidates can understandably hesitate. Why meet if there is no opening? Is this a fishing expedition? Will a conversation signal that they are looking to leave? Busy executives may reasonably wonder whether “let’s stay in touch” will lead anywhere beyond another calendar invitation.
The invitation should answer those questions upfront. Explain why their experience is relevant, what the leader hopes to explore and that there is no expectation of a job move. Agree on confidentiality and how any information will be shared. Make the conversation a meaningful exchange, giving both the leader and the candidate fresh perspectives and a clearer sense of where their future interests might align.
For the candidate, this is also a chance to look around the corner. They can meet a potential future colleague, hear how another business approaches its challenges and explore whether its direction fits their own ambitions. They may discover a capability they want to develop or a career path they had not considered. A useful relationship can begin long before either side is ready to make a move.
No one needs to arrive with a resignation letter in their pocket. Curiosity is enough. When the exchange is candid and useful on both sides, candidates gain perspective and options while the organization gets to know someone who could matter to its future.
Put future talent on the scorecard
We hold leaders accountable for revenue, execution and growth. We should also hold them accountable for preparing the people who will sustain that growth. Proactive talent engagement deserves a place in leadership performance objectives, or it will keep losing its calendar slot to the next operating review or budget deadline.
Counting meetings is a starting point, although a full calendar is hardly a rare executive achievement. The more useful question is what those meetings changed. A performance review should ask:
Has the leader clarified the capabilities the business will need as its strategy evolves?
Have internal successor possibilities been assessed and given meaningful development opportunities?
Has the leader built relevant external relationships beyond the usual circle of familiar names?
Have those conversations informed succession plans, role design or talent decisions?
A leader cannot guarantee that a successor will stay or that an external executive will accept an offer. But the leader can be accountable for improving the organization’s options and acting on what those relationships reveal.
Make it a shared commitment
The talent team and executive-search partners can identify relevant people, widen the pool and keep relationships moving. The leader supplies the business perspective and personal engagement that make the conversation worthwhile.
Candor matters. An internal discussion should not imply a promised promotion, and an external introduction should not suggest an opening that does not exist. People deserve to know why they are being invited to the conversation.
I would like to see more leaders protect that monthly hour. Open the calendar. Make the introduction. Have a conversation about where the business and the person could go next.
At review time, I would ask: Who have you gotten to know this year who could help lead this business into its next chapter? A strong answer should be part of what we mean by strong leadership.
