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Executive Summary

This article addresses a systemic gap in organizational leadership pipelines, specifically the failure to
develop middle managers into senior leadership candidates. The central argument, drawing on APQC
research, is that onboarding and performance management are two underutilized and frequently
ineffective levers that cause capable managers to stall in their development rather than progress. Key
findings include: approximately one-third of middle managers report onboarding gaps; only 29% have
performance goals tied to development in their current role; 43% report that onboarding failed to connect
their role to broader organizational purpose; and while 75% understand promotion criteria, only 49% report
that performance management actually helped them achieve promotion. The article concludes that
organizations treat these functions as administrative rather than developmental, resulting in insufficient
pools of leadership-ready internal candidates when senior roles open. Recommended corrective practices
include structured onboarding milestones, development-linked performance goals, cross-functional
visibility opportunities, and integrated collaboration across HR functions responsible for onboarding,
development, and succession planning.

Key Insights

1. Only 29% of middle managers have performance goals tied to development in their current role, and
only 37% have goals tied to future role development, indicating performance management is rarely
used as a deliberate development instrument for this cohort.

2. A disconnect exists between awareness of promotion criteria (75% understand what is needed) and
the utility of the performance management process in actually enabling promotion (only 49% report it
helped them advance), suggesting the system signals expectations without supporting attainment.

3. Onboarding failures extend beyond task preparation into leadership-critical areas: only about
one-third of middle managers are introduced to key stakeholders, fewer than half receive one-on-one
mentoring, and roughly half receive onboarding related to organizational culture.

Practical Takeaways

• Organizations measuring leadership pipeline health may find value in tracking onboarding feedback,
development goal penetration rates, and middle manager promotion velocity as lagging indicators of
systemic dysfunction.

• Alignment across HR functions — onboarding, performance management, leadership development,
and succession planning — appears in the research as a structural condition for pipeline effectiveness,
rather than a secondary consideration.
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Critical Analysis

Strengths: The article draws on proprietary APQC survey data to ground its claims in quantified findings,
providing more specificity than typical opinion pieces. The pipeline metaphor is applied consistently and
the diagnostic logic — that entry-point failures compound over time — is coherent. Limitations: The article
never discloses the sample size, survey methodology, respondent demographics, industry distribution, or
time period of the APQC research, making independent validation impossible. All statistics are presented
without confidence intervals or comparative benchmarks. The prescriptive sections read as practitioner
guidance rather than evidence-based conclusions, and no counterfactual evidence or alternative
explanations for pipeline stagnation are considered. Biases: APQC is a research and benchmarking
organization that sells membership and consulting services; the article functions partly as a thought
leadership vehicle for that brand. The framing consistently positions HR-led interventions as the solution,
without examining structural, cultural, or resource constraints that may limit their effectiveness.

Organizational Practice

The article describes organizational practices including structured onboarding programs for middle
managers, performance goal-setting linked to current and future role development, mentoring and
stakeholder introduction during onboarding, cross-functional visibility initiatives such as strategy
workshops and steering committees, and integrated HR collaboration across onboarding, performance
management, leadership development, and succession planning functions.

Strategic Implications

The data pattern described — widespread onboarding gaps and low development-goal penetration at the
middle management level — points toward a systemic underinvestment in the internal leadership pipeline
that may manifest as talent scarcity at senior levels over time. Organizations with high rates of external
senior hiring relative to internal promotion may find this research directionally relevant as a diagnostic
frame. The gap between managers understanding promotion criteria and the performance management
process actually enabling promotion suggests a misalignment between the design intent and operational
execution of PMS at this career stage. If replicated across larger and more representative samples, these
findings would imply that performance management systems are being evaluated primarily on compliance
or role performance rather than on their contribution to leadership readiness and succession depth.
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