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INTRODUCTION: THE MOST CRITICAL PHASE OF ANY
LEADERSHIP JOURNEY

Transitioning  into  a  new  leadership  role  is  one  of  the  most
exhilarating yet  vulnerable  moments  in  a  professional  career.
Whether you are a newly promoted executive, a manager joining
a different  company,  or  an  entrepreneur  stepping into  a  scaled-
up  operation,  the  first  few  months  define  your  long-term
trajectory.  This  period  is  fraught  with  uncertainty,  high
expectations,  and  rapid  judgment.  It  is  in  this  crucible  that
careers  are  accelerated  or  derailed.  Few  resources  have
addressed this challenge with the clarity and actionable insight
found in The First 90 Days Michael Watkins.  This seminal
work provides a proven framework for navigating professional
transitions, helping leaders avoid common missteps and build a
foundation for sustained success. In this article, we will explore
the  core  principles  of  this  influential  book,  delve  into  its  most
effective  strategies,  and  examine  how  you  can  apply  them  to
your own career transitions to create momentum from day one.

UNDERSTANDING "THE FIRST 90 DAYS" BY MICHAEL
WATKINS

Originally published by Michael Watkins, a professor at the IMD
business school, The First 90 Days Michael Watkins is more
than just a book; it is a comprehensive onboarding and transition
acceleration playbook. The core premise is that the first 90 days
in a new role are a "window of opportunity." During this period,
stakeholders are more open to change, your learning curve is
steepest, and your credibility is being actively shaped. Watkins
argues  that  how  you  manage  this  window  determines  your
overall  success. The book synthesizes decades of research on
leadership  transitions,  offering  diagnostic  tools  and  step-by-step
strategies to help leaders get up to speed faster and build lasting
momentum.

Why the First 90 Days Are
the "Breakpoint" of a
Career
Watkins  describes  a  leadership  transition  as  a  "breakpoint"
because the rules of the game change dramatically. What got
you promoted often won't help you succeed in the new role. The
skill  set  required  to  be  a  great  individual  contributor  or  a
functional  head  differs  significantly  from  that  needed  to  lead  a
cross-functional team or an entire division. The first 90 days are
where this adaptation must occur rapidly. Research cited in the
book  shows  that  leaders  who  fail  within  their  first  18  months
often  fall  into  predictable  traps:  they  fail  to  build  the  right
coalition, they misread the culture, or they try to do too much too
quickly. The framework of The First 90 Days Michael Watkins
is  designed to systematically  help you avoid these pitfalls  by
providing  a  structured  approach  to  learning,  planning,  and
executing.

KEY FRAMEWORKS AND STRATEGIES FROM THE
BOOK

Watkins outlines a series of fundamental strategies that every
new leader should follow. These are not theoretical concepts but
practical, actionable steps that can be implemented immediately.
Let's break down the most critical ones.

1. Accelerate Your
Learning: The "STARS"
Model
One of the most powerful concepts in the book is the STARS
model, which categorizes the different types of situations a new
leader  might  inherit:  Start-up  (building  something  new),
Turnaround  (fixing  a  broken  unit),  Accelerated  Growth
(scaling a successful  business),  Realignment  (re-energizing a
good  but  drifting  organization),  and  Sustaining  Success
(maintaining a winning trajectory).  Understanding which "star"
you are in is crucial because each requires a different leadership
approach. For example, a turnaround situation calls for quick,
decisive action and a focus on cost-cutting or efficiency, while a
start-up  requires  experimentation,  agility,  and  building
infrastructure from scratch. By diagnosing your situation early,
you  avoid  applying  a  one-size-fits-all  strategy.  This  model  helps
you  adapt  your  learning  plan  to  the  specific  challenges  of  your
new environment.

Start-up: Focus on speed and building prototypes.
Turnaround: Focus on diagnosing the core problems and
making tough decisions.
Accelerated Growth: Focus on scaling systems and hiring
the right talent.
Realignment: Focus on changing the culture and re-
invigorating the team.
Sustaining Success: Focus on protecting the core
business while fostering innovation.

2. Secure Early Wins:
Building Credibility Through
Momentum
Early wins are not about achieving grand, long-term strategic
goals in the first month. Instead, they are about building personal
credibility  and  demonstrating  an  ability  to  get  things  done.
Watkins emphasizes that early wins should be achievable, visible,
and meaningful  to your stakeholders.  The goal  is  to create a
virtuous cycle of positive judgment. When you secure a win, you
build trust, which gives you more political capital to tackle bigger
challenges.  An  early  win  could  be  as  simple  as  solving  a
persistent  operational  bottleneck,  improving a customer-facing
process, or launching a small but high-impact initiative. The key
is to align these wins with the core priorities of your boss and the
organization.  The framework  in  The First  90 Days Michael
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Watkins teaches leaders to identify these opportunities within
the  first  30  days  and  execute  them  by  day  60,  creating
momentum  for  the  critical  phase  of  the  third  month.

3. Negotiate Success:
Building a Productive
Relationship with Your New
Boss
Many  new  leaders  fail  because  they  assume  their  boss  is
clairvoyant.  Watkins argues that  you must  actively "negotiate
success"  with  your  new  manager.  This  involves  having  a
structured conversation early on to clarify expectations, agree on
meeting rhythms,  establish mutual  commitments,  and build  a
shared  understanding  of  what  success  looks  like.  This  is  not
about being subservient; it is about being proactive in managing
the relationship. You should come to this meeting prepared with
a 90-day plan outline, a list of questions about priorities, and a
clear request for the resources and support you need. By doing
this, you avoid the common trap of working on the wrong things
and  getting  negative  feedback  later.  This  negotiation  is  a
continuous  process,  not  a  one-time  event,  but  the  initial
groundwork is set within the first few weeks.

COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID DURING A TRANSITION

Knowing what to do is only half the battle. Understanding what
not  to  do is  equally  important.  The First 90 Days Michael
Watkins  catalogs  several  common  traps  that  ensnare  new
leaders.

Sticking with What You Know: The temptation to keep1.
doing your old job while neglecting your new
responsibilities is powerful. You must consciously let go of
previous tactical work and focus on your new strategic
mandate.
Trying to Do Too Much: The "action imperative" can lead2.
to scattered efforts. Watkins advises focusing on a few
critical priorities rather than trying to change everything at
once.
Coming in with "The Answer": Arrogance or premature3.
decision-making can alienate your team and cause you to
miss critical information. It is far better to listen, diagnose,
and then act than to act first and diagnose later.
Building the Wrong Team: Making hasty personnel4.
decisions can be disastrous. Watkins recommends a
careful, systematic assessment of your team before making
any major changes.
Neglecting Personal Alliances: A new leader cannot5.
succeed alone. Failing to build a network of allies, mentors,
and key stakeholders is a recipe for isolation and failure.

Avoiding these pitfalls requires self-awareness, discipline, and a
structured approach to the transition. The strategies in the book
are  designed  to  be  a  defensive  shield  against  these  natural
human tendencies.

ADAPTING THE PRINCIPLES FOR DIFFERENT
CONTEXTS

While  the  core  principles  of  The  First  90  Days  Michael
Watkins  are  universal,  their  application  must  be  adapted  to
specific  contexts.  For  example,  the  transition  challenges  for  a

first-time  manager  are  different  from  those  of  a  seasoned
executive moving to a new company. A first-time manager often
struggles with delegating and letting go of technical work, while a
senior executive must grapple with organizational  politics and
strategic  ambiguity.  Similarly,  transitions  between  different
industries or cultures require even more deliberate learning. A
leader moving from a traditional manufacturing company to a
fast-paced tech startup will  find the STARS model  invaluable  for
adjusting their pace and style. Even the concept of "early wins"
differs: in a conservative, hierarchical culture, an early win might
be improving a compliance process, while in a creative agency, it
might be securing a new client. The book provides a flexible, not
a rigid, framework.

Applying the Framework to
Team Transitions
One of  the  most  powerful  insights  from The First  90 Days
Michael Watkins is that the principles apply not just to you as
an individual leader, but to your entire team. When a new leader
joins,  the  team itself  is  in  transition.  You  can  use  the  same
framework to accelerate the team's learning and alignment. For
instance, you can introduce the STARS model to your team to
help them understand the context of their work. You can use the
first 90 days to create a shared vision and negotiate team goals.
By treating the team as a collective entity in transition, you can
build  cohesion  and  momentum  much  faster.  This  approach
transforms the transition from a solitary struggle into a shared
journey.

THE LONG-TERM IMPACT OF A SUCCESSFUL
TRANSITION

The benefits of mastering the first 90 days extend far beyond the
initial probation period. A successful transition creates a positive
spiral of credibility and trust that compounds over time. When
you start strong, you are given more autonomy, more resources,
and more challenging assignments. You attract better talent to
your team, and you become a magnet for opportunity within the
organization. Conversely, a failed or rocky transition can create a
negative cycle that is incredibly difficult to break. The framework
provided by The First 90 Days Michael Watkins is not just a
survival  guide;  it  is  a  springboard  for  long-term  career
acceleration.  Leaders  who  consistently  apply  these  principles
across  multiple  transitions  become  known  as  "safe  pairs  of
hands" who can be dropped into any situation and deliver results.
This reputation is invaluable in the modern, fluid world of work.
Moreover,  the  principles  of  structured  learning,  expectation
negotiation, and early win execution are transferable skills. You
will  use them every time you start a new project, join a new
functional area, or even navigate a major organizational change
within your current role. The investment in learning these skills
during  your  next  transition  will  pay  dividends  for  your  entire
career.

CONCLUSION: YOUR 90-DAY JOURNEY STARTS NOW

A leadership transition is one of the most challenging professional
experiences  you  will  face,  but  it  is  also  one  of  the  most
rewarding. The difference between those who soar and those who
stumble  often  comes  down  to  preparation  and  mindset.  By
embracing the wisdom found in The First 90 Days Michael
Watkins,  you  equip  yourself  with  a  proven  roadmap  for
navigating this critical period. The book teaches us that success
is not about having all the answers. It is about learning faster,
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building  the  right  relationships,  securing  early  wins,  and
systematically creating momentum. Whether you are preparing
for a new role, currently in the middle of a transition, or simply
looking  to  sharpen  your  leadership  skills,  the  principles  are

timeless.  Take  the  time  to  diagnose  your  situation,  create  a
structured  plan,  and  execute  with  discipline.  Your  first  90  days
are not just a hurdle to clear; they are the foundation upon which
your entire legacy as a leader will be built. Start today.


