
Leadership transitions in federal agencies
create real-world challenges that impact
daily operations,  decision-making, and
team morale. 

WHILE NEW LEADERSHIP BRINGS
FRESH PRIORITIES AND EVOLVING
AGENDAS, TRANSITIONS CAN ALSO
CAUSE UNCERTAINTY, OPERATIONAL
SLOWDOWNS, AND DISENGAGEMENT
IF NOT MANAGED EFFECTIVELY.
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In our two decades serving federal clients,
we’ve seen that mid-level managers and
front-line leaders are critical in maintaining 
operational stabi l i ty .  They serve as the
essent ia l  br idge — t ranslat ing shi f t ing
directives into daily operations, supporting 
teams through change,  and protect ing
continuity in the face of ambiguity. Yet without 
structured guidance and the right tools,
even the most capable managers may struggle 
to maintain alignment, sustain operations,
and preserve institutional knowledge.
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The challenge isn’t just in navigating real-time change, it’s ensuring continuity and
organizational effectiveness while adapting to new directives. While transition
planning and organizational change management (OCM) are often overlooked
during periods of uncertainty, implementing these practices helps mitigate:

 COST OF INACTION

Operational Disruption and Program Risk
Essential services and operations may be interrupted,
resulting in inefficiencies and delays, and increased
vulnerability and unanticipated challenges due to
unmanaged risks.
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The best time to build your transition playbook
was when the last leadership changed.
The second-best time is right now.

Managerial and Strategic Challenges
Managers struggle to lead effectively without necessary tools
and resources, causing misalignment of strategic goals and
delaying progress on key initiatives.

Communication and Team Instability
Inconsistent messaging and poor communication creates
confusion, decreases performance, and erodes engagement.

Loss of Institutional Knowledge
Valuable institutional knowledge will be lost, reducing
expertise and continuity in critical areas, which impacts
decision-making and effective problem-solving.
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GETTING STARTED

Document Critical Functions
Identify and protect the essential operations that cannot falter
during leadership changes.

Preserve Institutional Knowledge
Capture the informal expertise and connections that make your
organization run smoothly.

Establish Clear Communication & Continuity Plans
Create structured approaches to maintain momentum through
transition periods.

Support Team Stability
Equip managers with the tools to lead confidently during
uncertainty.

Document
Critical
Functions

Preserve
Institutional
Knowledge

Establish
Continuity
Plans

Support
Team
Stability
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This white paper provides actionable strategies to create a Transition
Playbook — an executable roadmap for structured transition management
that will enable Managers to: 

A Transition Playbook actively strengthens agency and program resilience
while simultaneously mitigating critical risks.

By documenting critical operations, clarifying communication channels,
and equipping managers, agencies ensure steady leadership throughout
any transition.

✔ 
✔

✔ 

✔ 

✔ 
✔

Prevents policy stalls and operational delays during leadership shifts
Eliminates confusion about decision-making authority
Preserves mission-critical knowledge that otherwise disappears
when leaders leave
Empowers managers with confidence — giving them tools instead of
forcing improvisation
Signals professionalism and preparedness to incoming leadership
Creates a scalable, agency-wide framework for repeatable success
through multiple transitions
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LET’S DIVE IN!

What must continue without disruption? 

Who owns critical decisions when roles shift? 

What knowledge walks out the door if key people
leave tomorrow? 
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A Transition Playbook is a structured, practical tool that supports stability
and momentum through periods of leadership change. Think of it as the
organizational GPS that helps everyone navigate the same route despite
changing conditions.

 It answers three essential questions that emerge during every transition:

Designed for use by program leads, team managers, or division-level
leaders, the playbook provides a common reference point for navigating
change consistently. It functions both as a continuity roadmap and a
readiness check — supporting day-to-day operations while preparing for
the unexpected.

The Transition Playbook is inherently scalable — it can be implemented at
the team level for immediate impact and expanded agency-wide as
needed. This flexibility ensures solutions can grow from targeted
interventions to enterprise-scale adoption.

Whether you’re preparing for a transition, or in the middle of one, focusing
on the most important things is critical. 
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69%
Employeees that say
they would work
harder if their efforts
were better
recognized.

Effective leaders
review and take
action on survey
feedback.

With these components in mind, consider these priority actions:

Identify your three most mission-critical functions and document their
key personnel, systems, and handoff points.
Create a basic "if I'm not here tomorrow" knowledge capture template for
key roles.
Schedule a leadership team working session to identify top continuity risks
and designate backups.

Each section of this playbook features an 'Ideas to Action' that shows the components
in practice through real-world scenarios. These examples reveal how federal agencies
have successfully implemented these transition planning strategies to address
specific challenges — from regulatory compliance gaps to cybersecurity risks.

These scenarios don’t just lay out the problem and the fix; they help you visualize,
adapt and apply the frameworks to your unique organizational needs.

Remember, at the intersection of structure and human needs, we find the most
effective path through transitions. Sometimes that path looks messy at first…and
that's okay. Clarity comes from diving in and adjusting course with purpose.

1.  Mission-Critical Functions & Risk Planning
2.  Institutional Knowledge Preservation
3.  Effective Communication Protocols
4. Team Stability & Manager Support
5.  Sustainment Processes

A robust Transition Playbook has five essential components:
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Establish Essential Operations: Identify and protect essential tasks,
deliverables, and decision points that must remain uninterrupted. 

Start by assessing what absolutely cannot falter during a transition. Ask:

Which functions directly impact citizens, safety, or regulatory
requirements?
What decisions have significant downstream effects if delayed?
Which resources (people, systems, information) are single points of failure?

Document these priority activities with clear ownership and resource
requirements. This isn't about creating a comprehensive operations manual —
it's identifying the 20% of functions that deliver 80% of your mission impact.

Manage Risks: Identify potential disruption points and designate alternates or
backup processes to ensure continuity.

The strongest risk strategies don't just prevent problems; they build
organizational muscle for handling the unexpected. Try these strategies to
navigate the inevitable turbulence of transformation:

Identify common disruptions and assign specific continuity leads giving
clear ownership turns abstract risks into manageable human
responsibilities.
Transform plans from theory to practice through tabletop exercises that
reveal improvement opportunities before real stakes are involved.
Create systematic response protocols that balance immediate needs with
sustainable solutions—quick fixes often create downstream challenges.

COMPONENT 1: 
MISSION-CRITICAL FUNCTIONS & RISK PLANNING
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 Resources:  Service Continuity Matrix
                             Risk Mitigation Planning Template

Challenge: A regulatory agency was facing transition-related disruptions due to
missing documentation on compliance measures, delaying policy enforcement and
causing public confusion. 
Solution: The agency created a centralized essential functions repository to ensure
that compliance teams have immediate access to the operational processes
necessary to maintain continuity.

Ideas to Action 
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Capture Knowledge at Risk: Some of your most valuable assets are the
informal, undocumented insights your team carries around in their heads. 

Use structured templates to document:

Who plays what roles in recurring decision meetings
Where in-progress deliverables stand and what happens next
How to access shared tools, systems, or data repositories
Which stakeholders are key contributors, decision influencers, and
potential roadblocks

Document institutional know-how most at risk, such as meeting roles, project
status, system access, and key participants in decision processes.

Develop Onboarding and Handoff Plans: Seamless transitions depend on
structured processes that transfer both explicit responsibilities and the
nuanced understanding of how work really gets done.

Create condensed onboarding materials that help incoming leaders or team
members get oriented quickly:

One-page program/project snapshots with status, stakeholders, and
next steps
Decision authority matrices showing approval flows and authorities
Abbreviated "first 30 days" orientation guides by role
Contact lists for key partners, collaborators, and stakeholders

COMPONENT 2: 
INSTITUTIONAL KNOWLEDGE PRESERVATION 
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 Resource:  Critical Knowledge Interview Guide

Challenge: Due to key staffing changes, a cybersecurity task force was concerned
about potential delays with critical security initiatives. The task force was unsure of
how to move forward without a plan. 
Solution: The task force developed a continuity action framework to outline step-by-
step protocols to sustain key cybersecurity initiatives. The protocols included pre-
transition briefings to ensure outgoing members documented ongoing priorities and
decision-mapping sessions for new members, allowing smooth alignment.

Ideas to Action 
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Establish Clear Communication Expectations: Uncertainty breeds rumors
and anxiety — proactive, consistent communication keeps teams focused
and confident during periods of change.

Set expectations for:

What information will be shared at what cadence during transition
Which channels will be used for official updates versus discussion
How team members should escalate concerns or questions
What messaging will be consistent for external stakeholders

Define internal and external communication cadences that provide
consistency and clarity, especially during periods of heightened sensitivity.

COMPONENT 3: 
EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOLS
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 Resource:  Communication Templates for Organizational Transitions

Challenge: Uncertainty breeds rumors. Rumors create disengagement, confusion, and
lost productivity. The best transition plans establish firm communication expectations
upfront—ensuring teams remain aligned and confident even in leadership shifts. 
Solution: Develop and maintain structured communication processes during
leadership transitions. This ensures teams remain focused and productive, resulting in
a 40% decrease in employee confusion and disengagement (Partnership for Public
Service, 2025).

Ideas to Action 
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Support Team Stability: Team stability isn't a nice-to-have element of
change — it's the infrastructure that supports every other transformation
initiative. 

Maintain the team's structural integrity during change through the following:

Create sustainable resilience practices that build long-term adaptive
capacity, not just short-term coping mechanisms.
Structure informal check-ins to balance open dialogue with purposeful
connection — these aren't just casual conversations but strategic
touchpoints that strengthen the human system.
Create feedback loops that capture emerging concerns before they
become systemic issues — individuals often sense challenges before they
appear in metrics.

Equip Managers: Your frontline and mid-level managers become the critical
bridge between leadership decisions and team stability.

These leaders require targeted resources to maintain team performance and
morale:

Talking points that balance transparency with appropriate discretion
Decision guidelines for what they can move forward versus what needs
elevation
Peer forums for sharing challenges and solutions during transition
Resources for supporting team members who struggle with uncertainty

COMPONENT 4: 
TEAM STABILITY AND MANAGER SUPPORT
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 Resource:  Team Pulse Check Worksheet 

Challenge: A federal agency undergoing leadership turnover experienced a sharp
decline in team morale and productivity. Managers lacked the tools and language to
support their teams, leading to confusion, disengagement,
 and increased attrition risk. 
Solution: The agency implemented a structured manager support toolkit that
included talking points, decision-making guidelines, and peer discussion forums.
Informal check-ins and feedback loops were introduced to surface concerns early
and maintain team cohesion. These efforts stabilized team dynamics, preserved
institutional knowledge, and reinforced trust during the transition.

Ideas to Action 
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Sustaining and Scaling for Long-Term Success: True organizational
resilience comes from embedding transition capabilities into your culture,
not just surviving individual changes through ad-hoc efforts.

Develop processes to keep the playbook current through multiple transitions,
ensuring it remains a living document that evolves with organizational needs.

Conduct pre-transition readiness reviews on a regular rhythm.
Establish a small team or designated lead to maintain the playbook and
track updates.
Integrate the playbook into performance review or project close-out
processes.
Create a central repository for all transition-critical documentation

COMPONENT 5: 
SUSTAINMENT PROCESSES 

www.evansinc.com

 Resource:  Transition Readiness Maturity Assessment

Challenge: A Defense Agency experienced multiple leadership shifts over a period of
six months following policy changes and personnel rotations. With each transition,
mission readiness and operational efficiency suffered. 
Solution: The agency decided to embed transition planning into standard operating
procedures to better prepare for future leadership changes. By integrating transition
planning into regular operational rhythms, it becomes a continuous process, and the
impacts of personnel disruptions on mission effectiveness decrease significantly.

Ideas to Action 
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Creating a Transition Playbook is the foundational first step in building
comprehensive transition readiness. This guide provides a structured
approach to documenting critical functions, preserving knowledge, and
establishing clear continuity plans. It is a key piece of the transition
management puzzle.

As you build your Transition Playbook, consider these strategic questions:

Where is your team or agency most vulnerable to transition disruption?
Identify the 1-2 components of the playbook that address your most
critical risks.
What capabilities can you start building today? Look for quick wins that
demonstrate the value of systematic transition planning.
Who needs to be part of your transition readiness team? Identify
partners across functions who can help implement a comprehensive
approach.
How will you measure your transition readiness? Define indicators that
will show whether you're becoming more resilient to change.

In future papers we will explore additional transition management strategies
such as: effective knowledge management, maintaining mission alignment,
and leveraging data and technology as a stabilizing force. These resources
will help your organization build a comprehensive approach to change
regardless of what shifts occur at the leadership level.

WRAP-UP
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