
 
 

THE REAL COST OF 

REPLACING A SENIOR WOMAN 
LEADER 

 

 
 

A Three-Scenario Cost Framework for Canadian and U.S. 
Organizations 

 

 

Developed in Support of 

The Athena Leadership Recovery System™ 

 

Base Case 

~$470K 
2.3x salary 

Likely Case 

~$1.35M 
6.7x salary 

Upper Bound 

~$3M+ 
14.8x salary 

 

Based on a $200,000 annual salary 
 

2026    Canada & United States 
  



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

2 

Table of Contents 
 
 

A Note on This Analysis .................................................................................................... 5 

Executive Summary.......................................................................................................... 6 

Part I: The Cost of Waiting -- The Pre-Decision Delay Window .................................. 8 

1.1 The Leader's Productivity Deficit ....................................................................................... 8 

1.2 The Team Productivity Cascade ...................................................................................... 9 

Part II: Direct Separation Costs ..................................................................................... 10 

2.1 Severance Compensation .............................................................................................. 10 
Canada .............................................................................................................................................. 10 
United States ...................................................................................................................................... 10 

2.2 Legal and HR Advisory Costs ........................................................................................... 11 

Part III: The Six-Month Recruitment Gap ..................................................................... 12 

3.1 Search and Selection Costs ............................................................................................ 12 

3.2 Interim Coverage Costs ................................................................................................... 13 

Part IV: New Leader Onboarding and Ramp-Up ...................................................... 14 

4.1 Compensation Premium .................................................................................................. 15 

4.2 Onboarding Investment .................................................................................................. 15 

Part V: Team and Organizational Disruption.............................................................. 16 

5.1 Direct Team Turnover ....................................................................................................... 16 

5.2 Institutional Knowledge Loss ............................................................................................ 16 

5.3 Project and Initiative Continuity Risk .............................................................................. 17 

Part VI: Customer and Revenue Impact .................................................................... 18 

6.1 Client Relationship Continuity Risk .................................................................................. 18 

Part VII: The Gender-Specific Premium ....................................................................... 20 

Why Losing a Senior Woman Costs More ............................................................................ 20 

7.1 The Diversity Dividend ...................................................................................................... 20 

7.2 The Reverse Pipeline Effect ............................................................................................. 20 

7.3 ESG and Investor Relations Exposure ............................................................................. 21 

7.4 Elevated Legal Risk Profile ............................................................................................... 21 

Part VIII: Legal and Regulatory Exposure -- Canada and United States ............... 23 

8.1 Canada: Key Legal Considerations ............................................................................... 23 

8.2 United States: Key Legal Considerations ....................................................................... 24 



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

3 

Part IX: Brand, Reputation, and Employer Positioning .............................................. 25 

9.1 The Connected Network Effect ...................................................................................... 25 

9.2 Employer Brand and Review Platforms.......................................................................... 25 

9.3 Procurement and Partnership Criteria ........................................................................... 26 

Part X: Strategic and Competitive Costs .................................................................... 27 

10.1 Strategic Continuity and Execution Lag...................................................................... 27 

10.2 Competitive Intelligence Risk ........................................................................................ 27 

10.3 The Compounding Effect Over Time ........................................................................... 28 

Master Cost Summary: Three Scenarios ...................................................................... 29 

When Separation Is Still the Right Decision ................................................................. 31 

The Recovery Investment: An Honest Comparison .................................................. 32 

Comprehensive Decision Checklist ............................................................................. 34 

Section A: Pre-Decision Cost Quantification ...................................................................... 34 
A1. The Nine-Month Delay ................................................................................................................ 34 
A2. Separation Costs ......................................................................................................................... 34 
A3. Recruitment and Vacancy Costs ............................................................................................. 35 
A4. New Leader Ramp-Up ............................................................................................................... 35 

Section B: Organizational and Human Impact Assessment ............................................. 36 
B1. Team Impact ................................................................................................................................ 36 
B2. Institutional Knowledge and Succession .................................................................................. 36 
B3. Customer and Revenue Risk ...................................................................................................... 36 

Section C: Gender-Specific and Diversity Considerations ................................................ 37 

Section D: Brand and Reputational Risk .............................................................................. 37 

Section E: Strategic Costs ...................................................................................................... 38 

Section F: The Recovery Alternative -- Required Before Proceeding .............................. 38 

Appendix A: When an Internal Candidate Is Available .......................................... 40 

What Changes with an Internal Hire .................................................................................... 40 

What Doesn't Change ........................................................................................................... 40 

The Cost That's Often Forgotten ........................................................................................... 41 

The Net Effect .......................................................................................................................... 41 

Methodology and Sources ........................................................................................... 42 

Primary Research and Data Sources ................................................................................... 42 

Appendix B: Bibliography .............................................................................................. 44 

Research Reports and Studies .............................................................................................. 44 

Canadian Legislation and Case Law .................................................................................. 45 

United States Legislation and Case Law ............................................................................. 45 



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

4 

 
 
  



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

5 

A Note on This Analysis 
 
 

Let's be transparent about what this document is and what it isn't. 

It was developed to support the business case for The Athena Leadership Recovery 

System™, and its central argument is that investing in recovering a capable senior 

woman leader is almost always more financially rational than replacing her. That's 

our position, and we stand behind it. At the same time, we know that any analysis 

developed to support a commercial conclusion deserves scrutiny, and we want this 

one to hold up under it. 

So, we've structured this as a three-scenario framework: a Base Case reflecting the 

costs that apply to nearly every separation, a Likely Case that includes the 

contingencies that commonly materialize, and an Upper Bound showing what 

happens when several of those contingencies land at once. We've also drawn a clear 

line between costs that are mandatory (they happen in essentially every separation) 

and costs that are contingent (they depend on circumstances). 

One more thing. There are situations where separation is still the right call, and we 

say so explicitly later in this document. Our argument isn't that organizations should 

never part ways with a senior leader. It's that most organizations make this decision 

without fully understanding what it will actually cost them. This framework is 

designed to fix that. 

Where published research supports specific figures, we've cited it. Where estimates 

are directionally supported but not precisely documented, we've said so. That kind of 

transparency is a feature, not a weakness, of this analysis. 

How to Use This Framework 
Step 1: Work through the three scenarios and identify which cost categories apply 
to your specific situation. 

Step 2: Use the decision checklist to ensure every material cost domain has been 
formally reviewed before a separation decision is approved. 

Step 3: Compare the total cost of replacement to the investment required for a 

structured recovery program. 

Step 4: Make the decision that the numbers actually support. 
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Executive Summary 
 
 

Here's the question that launched this analysis: do organizations actually know 

what it costs them when they let a senior woman leader go? 

In most cases, they don't. The number that shows up in an HR budget is usually 

severance plus a search fee. Maybe a recruiter's retainer. The full picture, including 

the nine months of reduced productivity before anyone acts, the team members 

who follow her out the door, the client relationships that wobble, the pipeline of 

junior women who quietly recalibrate their ambitions, rarely makes it into the 

decision-making conversation. That gap is expensive. 

Mainstream research, including work from SHRM, the Center for American Progress, 

and various consulting firms, places executive replacement costs at roughly 100 to 

213 percent of annual salary. For a $200,000 leader, that's $200,000 to $426,000. 

Those benchmarks capture the direct, measurable costs. They're useful. They're also 

incomplete. 

This framework goes further by surfacing the softer costs that most models leave 

implicit: team disruption, institutional knowledge loss, gender pipeline erosion, ESG 

exposure, and the strategic drag of a leadership vacuum. When those are included, 

and when you build in the cost of delayed action, the numbers grow substantially. 

But the numbers are only estimates. If a woman leaves and your best and most 

profitable client leaves as a result, then even the Upper Bound numbers are low. 

At the same time, we want to be precise about what "the numbers growing" actually 

means. Not every contingency applies to every case. The three-scenario model in this 

framework is designed to show the realistic range, from a Base Case that sits inside 

conventional benchmarks, to a Likely Case that reflects what organizations typically 

experience once the full picture is visible, to an Upper Bound that shows the 

exposure when several contingencies materialize simultaneously. 
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Cost Domain Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 

Part I: Pre-Decision Delay 
(3 to 12+ months) 

$53,500 $213,000 $279,000 

Part II: Separation 
(Severance + Legal + 
Admin) 

$130,000 $282,000 $672,000 

Part III: Recruitment and 
Search 

$83,000 $226,500 $430,000 

Part IV: Ramp-Up (Year 1) $75,000 $130,000 $180,000 

Part V: Team and 
Organizational Disruption 

$82,500 $210,000 $470,000 

Part VI: Customer and 
Revenue Impact 

$0 $75,000 $300,000 

Part VII: Gender-Specific 
Premium 

$25,000 $115,000 $315,000 

Parts VIII/IX: Legal, Brand 
and Reputation 

$10,000 $40,000 $110,000 

Part X: Strategic and 
Competitive Costs 

$10,000 $55,000 $205,000 

TOTAL ESTIMATED 
COST 

$469,000 
 

$1,346,500 
 

$2,961,000 
 

As multiple of $200K 
salary 

2.3x 6.7x 14.8x 

 

Even the Base Case, which reflects a prompt, efficient decision process with only a 

three-month recognition window, is higher than what most organizations have 

formally modelled. Add the nine-month delay that most organizations actually 

experience, and you're looking at $1,346,500. That's the point of doing this analysis 

rigorously. 
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Part I: The Cost of Waiting -- The Pre-Decision 
Delay Window 
 
 

Think about the last time your organization recognized a performance issue in a 

senior leader. How long between first noticing the problem and actually doing 

something about it? If your answer is "six months to a year," you're in excellent 

company. You're also paying for every one of those months in ways that don't show 

up on any budget line. 

This section models three delay scenarios: three months (Base Case), nine months 

(Likely Case), and twelve or more months (Upper Bound). The three-month Base 

Case represents organizations that identify and act on leadership challenges 

relatively quickly. Nine months is what research shows most organizations actually 

experience, which is why we treat it as the Likely Case. In many cases, it takes longer. 

A note on methodology: the two cost streams below (the leader's own productivity 

deficit and the team's reduced output) share a common root cause. They are not 

independent events. We present them separately because the underlying drivers are 

distinct, but we don't add them to a broader productivity loss number elsewhere in 

the model. This is the only place in the framework where these effects are counted. 

 

1.1 The Leader's Productivity Deficit 
A senior leader who's struggling, whether from burnout, a mismatch with the role, 

an inequitable environment, or some combination, isn't delivering at her normal 

level. Research on executive impairment generally places the productive output of a 

struggling leader at 40 to 60 percent of their baseline. For a $200,000 leader, that 

means the organization is paying for a full contribution and receiving roughly half. 

The math is straightforward. Monthly salary cost is $16,667. At 50 percent 

productivity, the value gap is $8,333 per month. Over three months (Base Case), 

that's $25,000 in salary paid for output not delivered. Over nine months (Likely 

Case), that figure rises to $75,000. At 60 percent impairment over nine months, it's 

$90,000. 
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1.2 The Team Productivity Cascade 
A leader's impairment doesn't stay contained to her own outputs. Her team feels it. 

Direction becomes ambiguous. Decisions stall. Morale, which is closely tied to 

confidence in leadership, deteriorates. Studies on managerial impact on team 

engagement consistently show that teams led by struggling executives experience 

meaningful productivity reductions, with estimates commonly ranging from 15 to 25 

percent over a sustained period. 

For a team of eight direct reports averaging $95,000 in total compensation, a 15 

percent productivity reduction costs approximately $9,500 per month. Over three 

months (Base Case), that's $28,500. Over nine months at the midpoint (Likely Case), 

the figure reaches $100,000. At 20 percent reduction sustained over nine months 

(Upper Bound), it's $114,000. 

 
Nine-Month Delay Cost Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Leader productivity deficit (40–60% 
impairment) 

$25,000 $83,000 $90,000 

Team productivity cascade (15–25% 
reduction, team of 8) 

$28,500 $100,000 $114,000 

Stalled or deferred initiatives 
(contingent) 

$0 $30,000 $75,000 

Subtotal: Pre-Decision Delay $53,500 $213,000 $279,000 
 

Key Point on Delay Costs 
These costs exist regardless of whether separation is ultimately the outcome. They 
apply equally whether the organization eventually recovers the leader or replaces 
her. The question is whether investing in recovery early eliminates them. The 
answer is usually yes. 
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Part II: Direct Separation Costs 
 
 

Once the decision is made, the organization incurs a set of hard, direct costs. These 

are the most visible costs and the ones most likely to appear in an HR budget, 

though even here most organizations underestimate the full scope. 

2.1 Severance Compensation 
MANDATORY COST, both jurisdictions. Severance is paid in every negotiated 

separation at this level. The question is only how much. 

Canada 
Canada's severance environment is materially more generous than the United 

States, and organizations regularly underestimate this. The statutory minimums 

under provincial employment standards legislation are just the floor. Common law 

reasonable notice, determined by courts using the Bardal factors (character of 

employment, length of service, age, and availability of comparable work), routinely 

awards senior executives one to two months per year of service. Ten years of tenure 

can generate 18 to 24 months of notice entitlement. 

For a leader earning $200,000 annually, that's $300,000 to $400,000 in common law 

severance before benefits continuation, equity acceleration, or outplacement. 

Organizations that budget for statutory minimums and then discover their actual 

common law exposure during negotiations consistently report being caught off 

guard. 

United States 
There's no federal severance requirement in the United States, so the range is 

broader. Negotiated packages at the VP level and above typically run three to twelve 

months of base salary, with six months as a common midpoint. For a $200,000 base, 

that's $50,000 to $200,000, plus benefits continuation (COBRA), potential equity 

acceleration, and outplacement. 
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Severance Component Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Cash severance (Canada: common 
law; USA: negotiated) 

$75,000 $175,000 $350,000 

Benefits continuation (health, 
dental, disability) 

$8,000 $13,000 $24,000 

Equity/bonus acceleration $10,000 $25,000 $60,000 
Outplacement services $5,000 $8,000 $15,000 
Subtotal: Severance $98,000 $221,000 $449,000 

 

2.2 Legal and HR Advisory Costs 
MANDATORY COST at this level. Separating a senior executive without 

employment counsel engaged is a risk most organizations can't afford to take. The 

question is how contested the process becomes. 

In Canada, the risk of constructive dismissal claims, human rights complaints, and 

pay equity exposure elevates legal cost significantly when a senior woman is 

involved. In the United States, Title VII, ADEA for leaders over 40, and state-specific 

protections (California and New York in particular) create parallel exposure. We 

address the gender-specific legal risk in detail in Part VII. 

The Base Case assumes a clean, uncontested separation with straightforward legal 

review. The Upper Bound assumes the matter escalates to formal complaint or 

litigation, which can sustain costs over 12 to 36 months. 

 
Legal Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
External employment counsel 
(drafting, negotiation) 

$15,000 $30,000 $60,000 

Human rights/discrimination risk 
assessment 

$5,000 $10,000 $25,000 

Pay equity analysis $5,000 $10,000 $20,000 
HR department time (80–160 hours, 
loaded rate) 

$7,000 $11,000 $18,000 

Contested/litigated separation 
(contingent) 

$0 $0 $100,000 

Subtotal: Legal and HR $32,000 $61,000 $223,000 
 

Separation Total 
Base Case:   $130,000 

Likely Case: $282,000 

Upper Bound: $672,000 
Contingent items (contested legal, larger equity packages) are clearly marked above. 



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

12 

Part III: The Six-Month Recruitment Gap 
 
 

Finding a senior-level replacement is rarely quick. Industry benchmarks for VP and 

above positions consistently show four to nine months as the realistic search 

timeline, with C-suite searches often running longer. This framework uses six 

months as the working assumption. 

One clarification on methodology: this section focuses on the out-of-pocket costs of 

finding and securing a new leader. We don't separately add a "vacancy productivity 

gap" here, because the team and organizational productivity impacts of having no 

leader in seat are already captured in the ramp-up section (Part IV) and team 

disruption section (Part V). Counting them three times would overstate the cost. 

3.1 Search and Selection Costs 
MANDATORY COST. Almost all senior-level searches at this level involve an 

executive search firm on a retained basis. Standard market rates in North America 

run 30 to 33 percent of first-year total compensation. 

For a $200,000 base with a 20 percent target bonus and $25,000 in benefits, total 

first-year compensation is approximately $265,000. A 33 percent search fee equals 

roughly $87,000 in agency fees alone, before any internal HR time, interview panel 

costs, or assessment tools. 

 

Search Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Executive search firm (30–33% of 
total year-1 comp) 

$60,000 $75,000 $90,000 

Internal HR time (80–120 hours at 
loaded rate) 

$7,000 $10,000 $15,000 

Interview panel time (6–10 people, 
5–10 hours each) 

$10,000 $18,000 $32,000 

Assessment and psychometric 
tools 

$2,500 $5,000 $8,000 

Background checks, reference 
programs 

$2,000 $3,500 $5,000 

Sign-on bonus (contingent) $0 $25,000 $50,000 
Relocation assistance (contingent) $0 $15,000 $65,000 
Subtotal: Search and Selection $81,500 $151,500 $265,000 
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3.2 Interim Coverage Costs 
CONTINGENT COST. Applies when the role cannot be covered by internal 

redistribution. Interim executive market rates in Canada and the United States for a 

VP-equivalent position currently run $200 to $400 per hour, or $25,000 to $45,000 

per month on contract. Three months of interim coverage, common for roles where 

the vacancy creates operational risk, adds $75,000 to $135,000. 

 

Recruitment Total (Includes Interim) 
Base Case:   $83,000 (no interim, no sign-on/relocation) 

Likely Case: $226,500 (3 months partial interim, sign-on) 

Upper Bound: $430,000 (full interim, relocation, sign-on) 
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Part IV: New Leader Onboarding and Ramp-Up 
 
 

Here's the cost most organizations genuinely don't budget for: the year you spend 

paying a senior salary for a leader who isn't yet operating at that level. 

Research from Gartner and the former Corporate Executive Board consistently 

shows senior leaders take six to eighteen months to reach full effectiveness, with 

twelve months as the most cited benchmark for VP-and-above roles. The learning 

curve looks something like this: 25 percent effectiveness in months one through 

three, 50 percent in months four through six, 75 percent in months seven through 

nine, and something approaching full effectiveness from month ten onward. 

At $200,000 per year, the cumulative productivity gap over twelve months of ramp-

up is roughly $60,000 to $100,000. That's money the organization spends on a salary 

that isn't yet delivering full value. And that's before factoring in the higher 

compensation often needed to attract a replacement, the formal onboarding 

investment, or the cost of the inevitable early missteps while the new leader is still 

learning the landscape. 

 

Ramp-Up Period Productivity Level Monthly Gap 
(@$200K) 

Quarterly Gap 

Months 1–3 25% $12,500/mo $37,500 
Months 4–6 50% $8,333/mo $25,000 
Months 7–9 75% $4,167/mo $12,500 
Months 10–12 90% $1,667/mo $5,000 
Full Year Gap Total   $80,000 
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4.1 Compensation Premium 
CONTINGENT, but common. In the current North American executive talent market, 

attracting an external replacement frequently requires offering 10 to 20 percent 

above the incumbent's compensation. For a $200,000 salary, that's $20,000 to 

$40,000 per year in incremental payroll cost, compounding annually. Over three 

years, a 15 percent premium adds $90,000 in total payroll cost that wouldn't have 

existed had the original leader been retained and supported. 

4.2 Onboarding Investment 
MANDATORY in any well-run organization. Formal onboarding at the senior level, 

including executive coaching for integration, structured orientation programs, and 

mentoring support, typically costs $15,000 to $40,000. Without it, the ramp-up 

period extends, and the costs in the table above get worse. 

 

Ramp-Up Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Year-1 productivity gap (ramp-up 
curve) 

$60,000 $80,000 $100,000 

Compensation premium Year 1 
(contingent) 

$0 $25,000 $40,000 

Formal onboarding program costs $15,000 $25,000 $40,000 
Subtotal: Ramp-Up $75,000 $130,000 $180,000 
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Part V: Team and Organizational Disruption 
 
 

Leadership transitions create organizational turbulence that extends well beyond 

the leader herself. This section focuses specifically on the impacts that occur after 

the departure announcement, which are distinct from the pre-decision productivity 

effects captured in Part I. We don't recount those here. 

5.1 Direct Team Turnover 
CONTINGENT, but very common. The research on what happens to teams after a 

respected leader departs is not encouraging. Studies consistently find that a 

meaningful proportion of direct reports, somewhere in the range of 25 to 40 percent, 

leave within twelve months of a senior leadership transition. The departure rate is 

higher when the outgoing leader was well-regarded, protective of her team, or had 

built significant loyalty. 

For a team of eight with average compensation of $95,000, losing even two 

members generates significant replacement cost. SHRM estimates that replacing a 

skilled professional costs 50 to 100 percent of their annual salary, so two departures 

at the midpoint represent $95,000 to $190,000 in hard replacement costs. That's 

before you factor in the knowledge and momentum those individuals take with 

them. 

5.2 Institutional Knowledge Loss 
MANDATORY: this happens in every departure. There's a version of organizational 

knowledge that doesn't live in any document. The history behind strategic decisions. 

The dynamics of key stakeholder relationships. The informal power map of the 

organization. The client nuances that took years to develop. A senior leader with 

meaningful tenure carries enormous amounts of this tacit knowledge, and it walks 

out the door with her. 

Studies on tacit knowledge loss at the executive level suggest it is directionally 

material, though converting it to a precise dollar figure requires significant 

assumptions about the role and context. We model it conservatively here as the time 

cost of relationship rebuilding and context reconstruction during the new leader's 

ramp-up period, since that's the most defensible way to quantify it without 

overstating. 
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5.3 Project and Initiative Continuity Risk 
CONTINGENT, depends heavily on role scope. When a senior leader departs mid-

initiative, the program loses its executive sponsor, its strategic context, and often its 

momentum. Research on initiative continuity after leadership transitions is sobering: 

a significant proportion of major programs lose momentum within the first 90 days 

after the sponsoring leader's departure, and a meaningful share are descoped, 

deferred, or cancelled entirely. The sunk costs of partially completed work, plus the 

opportunity cost of the delay, are real and highly variable. 

 
Team Disruption Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Direct team turnover: 1–2 
departures (contingent) 

$47,500 $95,000 $190,000 

Team engagement decline post-
departure (3–6 months) 

$15,000 $40,000 $90,000 

New team member onboarding 
and ramp-up 

$15,000 $25,000 $40,000 

Project continuity: sunk costs and 
delay (contingent) 

$0 $35,000 $100,000 

Succession pipeline disruption 
(hard to quantify; indicative) 

$5,000 $15,000 $50,000 

Subtotal: Team Disruption $82,500 $210,000 $470,000 
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Part VI: Customer and Revenue Impact 
 
 

This is the domain where financial models most often go wrong, in both directions. 

Some analyses ignore customer and revenue risk entirely. Others count full revenue 

loss as a direct cost, which overstates it significantly. 

Our approach: model revenue risk using probability weighting and contribution 

margin rather than counting topline revenue as dollar-for-dollar cost. We think that's 

more honest, and it produces numbers that will stand up in a CFO conversation. 

6.1 Client Relationship Continuity Risk 
CONTINGENT: applies when the leader holds executive-sponsor or primary 

relationship roles. 

Senior leaders at the VP level and above are often deeply embedded in major client 

accounts as executive sponsors, trusted advisors, or primary relationship holders. 

When they leave, those relationships face real disruption risk. Sales management 

research suggests that 10 to 20 percent of revenue associated with a departing 

executive's direct relationships is at risk of disruption, renegotiation, or delay within 

the twelve months following departure. 

But here's where we need to be precise. "At risk" doesn't mean "lost." And revenue 

lost isn't a dollar-for-dollar cost to the organization; the relevant metric is 

contribution margin. If we assume a conservative contribution margin of 30 percent 

and a 25 percent probability of meaningful disruption on the managed revenue 

base, the expected cost looks quite different from a headline revenue figure. 

 

Revenue Risk Model Conservative Moderate High-Risk 
Managed revenue potentially 
affected 

$2,000,000 $5,000,000 $10,000,000 

Disruption/loss probability (10–25%) 10% 15% 20% 
Expected revenue at risk $200,000 $750,000 $2,000,000 
Contribution margin (30–35%) 30% 32% 35% 
Expected cost impact (probability-
weighted) 

$60,000 $240,000 $700,000 
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For our three-scenario model, we use $0 in the Base Case (no direct client 

relationship role), $75,000 in the Likely Case (moderate managed revenue, 

conservative probability weighting), and $300,000 in the Upper Bound (significant 

account portfolio, higher disruption probability, margin applied). These are more 

conservative than a raw revenue loss figure but more honest for the purposes of a 

credible cost analysis. 
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Part VII: The Gender-Specific Premium 

Why Losing a Senior Woman Costs More 
 
 

Every cost domain in this analysis applies to any senior leader departure. The costs in 

this section are additional, and they apply specifically because the departing leader 

is a woman. These aren't soft or theoretical effects. They're measurable, they're well-

documented in the research, and they're consistently missing from conventional HR 

financial models. 

7.1 The Diversity Dividend 
McKinsey & Company's research on gender diversity in executive leadership, 

conducted over more than a decade and across thousands of companies, 

consistently finds that organizations with women well-represented at the top 

outperform those without. The performance premium is material, with top-quartile 

companies for gender diversity roughly 21 percent more likely to achieve above-

average profitability. Boston Consulting Group research has linked gender-diverse 

leadership teams to meaningfully higher innovation revenue. 

A single departure doesn't eliminate these advantages, but it moves the needle. In 

smaller leadership teams, particularly those in the 10 to 20 person range, losing one 

senior woman can shift the organization's gender diversity profile materially enough 

to affect performance dynamics. The dollar value of this effect is organizationally 

specific and difficult to model precisely, but the directional research is clear and well-

supported. 

7.2 The Reverse Pipeline Effect 
Here's what doesn't show up in an HR spreadsheet until it's too late: when a senior 

woman leaves an organization, the women below her notice. Researchers call it the 

reverse pipeline effect. High-potential women who had been watching her career as 

evidence that advancement was possible begin to reassess. Some of them start 

looking. Some of them leave. 
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The research on this pattern is directionally consistent across multiple studies. The 

specific numbers vary by context, but organizations with high female turnover at 

senior levels reliably show elevated exit rates among high-potential women one and 

two levels below. In the Likely Case, we model this as one or two downstream 

departures at the high-potential professional level, each carrying its own 

replacement cost of roughly $50,000 to $80,000. That's conservative. In higher-

visibility situations, the effect can be more pronounced. 

7.3 ESG and Investor Relations Exposure 
This one is growing in financial materiality faster than most executives realize. 

In Canada, the Canada Business Corporations Act requires federally incorporated 

public companies to report on gender diversity among directors and senior 

management. Institutional investors, including the major Canadian pension funds 

(CPP Investments, Ontario Teachers', BCI) and their counterparts in the United 

States (BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street), have embedded gender diversity metrics 

into their proxy voting guidelines. A declining gender diversity profile at the 

executive level creates real governance scrutiny. 

In the United States, Nasdaq listing requirements and evolving SEC human capital 

disclosure rules are moving in the same direction. The cost of reduced ESG scores is 

difficult to isolate per departure, but organizations that have publicly committed to 

gender diversity goals face reputational and governance consequences when they 

move backward on those metrics. 

7.4 Elevated Legal Risk Profile 
The departure of a senior woman, particularly in circumstances involving conflict, 

performance management, or organizational change, carries a demonstrably higher 

risk of triggering a gender discrimination, pay equity, or constructive dismissal 

complaint than the departure of a male peer. This isn't an opinion; it reflects 

documented patterns in employment law across both Canada and the United 

States. 

In Canada, the intersection of seniority, gender, age, and family status creates 

multiple potential avenues under provincial human rights codes and the Canadian 
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Human Rights Act. In the United States, the combination of Title VII and state-level 

protections (especially in California, New York, and Illinois) creates equivalent 

exposure. The legal cost increment specific to this elevated risk profile is modelled 

separately from the general legal costs in Part II. 

 

Gender-Specific Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Downstream pipeline departures 
(1–3 women, contingent) 

$0 $50,000 $140,000 

Diversity program rebuild costs $10,000 $20,000 $40,000 
ESG and governance impact 
(indicative) 

$5,000 $20,000 $60,000 

Legal risk premium specific to 
gender (contingent) 

$10,000 $25,000 $75,000 

Subtotal: Gender-Specific Premium $25,000 $115,000 $315,000 
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Part VIII: Legal and Regulatory Exposure -- 
Canada and United States 
 
 

Parts II and VII cover the legal costs most directly attributable to the separation itself 

and the gender-specific risk premium. This section provides the jurisdictional 

context that shapes both of those cost areas, so that readers working with legal and 

HR teams have the relevant framework in one place. 

8.1 Canada: Key Legal Considerations 
• Common Law Reasonable Notice (Bardal Factors): The foundational driver 

of severance cost for senior Canadian executives. Courts assess character of 
employment, length of service, age, and availability of comparable work. 
Senior executives with significant tenure routinely receive 18 to 24 months of 
notice. Organizations that have not run a Bardal analysis before entering 

negotiations are flying blind. 

• Constructive Dismissal: If the employer's conduct materially changed the 
terms of employment through demotion, removal of authority, or a hostile 

environment, the employee may claim constructive dismissal and access full 

notice entitlements. This risk is particularly acute when performance 
management has been inconsistently applied or documented. 

• Human Rights Codes and the Canadian Human Rights Act: Prohibition of 
discrimination on the basis of sex, pregnancy, family status, and other 
grounds. Pay inequity, exclusion from opportunities, and hostile environment 

claims are all actionable. 

• Federal Pay Equity Act: In force since 2021 for federally regulated employers, 
this legislation requires proactive pay equity review. A senior departure can 
trigger scrutiny of the organization's pay equity plan. 

• Ontario Working for Workers Acts (2022, 2023): Significantly limits non-
compete agreements, which reduces some employer risk mitigation tools in 
Ontario. Organizations relying on non-competes to protect competitive 
intelligence should review enforceability with counsel before proceeding. 

 



 The Athena Leadership Recovery System   
 

© 2026 Athena Executive Education Inc.   |   dawnfrail.com   

 
 

24 

8.2 United States: Key Legal Considerations 
• Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (1964): Prohibits employment discrimination 

on the basis of sex. Scope was affirmed and expanded by the Supreme Court's 
2020 ruling in Bostock v. Clayton County. 

• Equal Pay Act (1963) and Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (2009): Provide 
avenues for pursuing pay equity claims. A departing senior woman who has 

evidence of pay disparities has a credible basis for legal action. 

• Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA): Applies to employees over 
40. Senior women leaders frequently sit at the intersection of gender and age 
protections, creating compounded exposure. 

• State-Specific Protections: California's FEHA, New York's NYSHRL (among 

the most expansive in the nation), and laws in Illinois and other states provide 

protections that exceed federal standards. California in particular creates a 
significantly elevated cost environment for contested separations. 
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Part IX: Brand, Reputation, and Employer 
Positioning 
 
 

The reputational consequences of losing a senior woman leader are 

disproportionate to those of most other executive departures. This isn't hyperbole. It 

reflects the reality of how women's professional networks operate and how visible 

senior women departures tend to become. 

9.1 The Connected Network Effect 
Senior women in Canada and the United States are embedded in some of the most 

active professional networks in business. Women's leadership forums, industry 

associations, mentorship organizations, academic alumni groups. When a senior 

woman departs under circumstances that feel inequitable or dismissive, that 

information travels through those networks quickly and accurately. 

The downstream consequence: recruiting the next senior woman becomes harder 

and more expensive. LinkedIn's Global Talent Trends research indicates that 

companies with poor diversity reputations take two to three times longer to fill 

senior positions and pay a meaningful premium to attract equivalent talent. That's a 

recurring cost that compounds with each subsequent departure. 

9.2 Employer Brand and Review Platforms 
Employer review platforms, primarily Glassdoor, have made organizational culture 

much more transparent than it was a decade ago. A single senior departure that 

generates negative reviews about gender inequity or poor support for women 

leaders can move an employer rating meaningfully. And according to Glassdoor's 

own research, a one-star decline in employer rating increases annual recruiting costs 

by roughly 10 percent. 

This is a contingent cost: it depends on whether the departure generates visible 

negative feedback and on the organization's current brand position. We model it as 

zero in the Base Case, modest in the Likely Case, and material in the Upper Bound 

where the departure has become a visible story in the organization's sector. 
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9.3 Procurement and Partnership Criteria 
In sectors where diversity commitments are part of the procurement and 

partnership landscape, executive gender diversity is increasingly evaluated. This is 

particularly relevant for organizations that compete for federal contracts in Canada 

(under the Government of Canada's supplier diversity commitments) or U.S. federal 

procurement (under applicable executive orders on diversity). Losing ground on 

gender diversity metrics can affect contract eligibility and partnership positioning, 

though the direct financial impact is highly context-dependent. 

 
Brand and Reputation Cost 
Element 

Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 

Employer brand impact on future 
recruiting (incremental) 

$10,000 $25,000 $60,000 

Sector reputation and network 
effect (contingent) 

$0 $15,000 $50,000 

Subtotal: Brand and Reputation $10,000 $40,000 $110,000 
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Part X: Strategic and Competitive Costs 
 
 

The final cost domain is the broadest and the hardest to quantify with precision. But 

for organizations where the departing leader holds meaningful strategic influence, it 

can be among the most consequential. 

10.1 Strategic Continuity and Execution Lag 
Senior leaders don't just manage existing operations. They carry the strategic 

context for decisions that have already been made and initiatives that are underway. 

When they leave, that context leaves with them. 

New leaders at this level almost universally initiate a review of the strategies they've 

inherited before committing to them. That review takes time, typically three to six 

months, during which strategic execution slows, capital allocation is deferred, and 

the organization loses forward momentum. The value of that delay depends entirely 

on what was in motion at the time of departure. 

10.2 Competitive Intelligence Risk 
Senior executives carry deep knowledge of pricing strategy, product roadmaps, 

talent plans, client negotiation strategies, and competitive positioning. Non-

disclosure agreements provide some protection. Non-compete agreements are 

largely unenforceable in Canada under Ontario's Working for Workers Act and are 

increasingly restricted across U.S. states. The practical protection against a departing 

executive applying this knowledge in a competitive role is often less robust than 

organizations assume. 

The cost of defensive competitive repositioning, whether through accelerated 

product development, pre-emptive client retention efforts, or internal security 

reviews, is real and contextually variable. We model it as contingent and context-

dependent in the framework below. 
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10.3 The Compounding Effect Over Time 
There's a final cost that doesn't appear in any single year's budget but that I think is 

ultimately the most important one in this analysis. Organizations that systematically 

replace capable senior women rather than investing in recovering them, don't just 

pay replacement costs once. They pay them repeatedly. They build a reputation as 

places where senior women don't thrive. They lose the compounding value of 

tenured leaders who know the organization deeply. They fall behind their peers on 

the gender diversity metrics that are increasingly tied to financial performance and 

capital access. 

The five-year cost of a replacement-first culture applied to senior women leadership 

is a structural competitive disadvantage that is both preventable and genuinely 

expensive to reverse. 

 
Strategic Cost Element Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 
Strategic review and execution lag 
(3–6 months) 

$10,000 $30,000 $80,000 

Competitive intelligence risk 
(contingent) 

$0 $10,000 $50,000 

Long-term compounding 
(indicative, Year 1 only) 

$0 $15,000 $75,000 

Subtotal: Strategic Costs $10,000 $55,000 $205,000 
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Master Cost Summary: Three Scenarios 
 
 

The following table consolidates all cost domains for a senior woman leader earning 

$200,000 USD/CAD annually, with ten years of tenure and a team of eight direct 

reports. Costs are modelled across three scenarios, with mandatory versus 

contingent costs distinguished throughout the framework. 

 

Cost Domain Base Case Likely Case Upper Bound 

Part I: Pre-Decision Delay 
(3 / 9 / 12+ months) 

$53,500 $213,000 $279,000 

Part II: Separation 
(Severance + Legal + 
Admin) 

$130,000 $282,000 $672,000 

Part III: Recruitment and 
Search 

$83,000 $226,500 $430,000 

Part IV: Ramp-Up (Year 1) $75,000 $130,000 $180,000 

Part V: Team and 
Organizational Disruption 

$82,500 $210,000 $470,000 

Part VI: Customer and 
Revenue Impact 

$0 $75,000 $300,000 

Part VII: Gender-Specific 
Premium 

$25,000 $115,000 $315,000 

Part VIII/IX: Legal, Brand, 
Reputation 

$10,000 $40,000 $110,000 

Part X: Strategic and 
Competitive Costs 

$10,000 $55,000 $205,000 

TOTAL ESTIMATED 
COST 

$469,000 $1,346,500 $2,961,000 

As multiple of $200K 
annual salary 

2.3x 6.7x 14.8x 

 

How does this compare to mainstream benchmarks? SHRM and the Center for 

American Progress typically cite replacement costs of 100 to 213 percent of annual 

salary for executive roles, which for a $200,000 leader equals $200,000 to $426,000. 

Our Base Case of approximately $469,000 sits at the high end of those benchmarks 

because this framework is calibrated specifically for a senior VP-level leader, not an 
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average employee. The broader costs included here, including the gender-specific 

premium and team disruption effects, are consistently absent from generalized 

benchmarks but very real at this level. 

The Likely Case is where the picture changes dramatically. Add the nine-month pre-

decision delay that most organizations actually experience, plus the contingencies 

that commonly materialize, and the total reaches $1,346,500. That's the number 

most organizations should be comparing against the cost of investing in recovery. 

The Base Case is the floor. The Likely Case is the realistic expectation. 

 

A Note on Double-Counting 
We've been deliberate about not stacking overlapping costs. Team productivity 
effects during the pre-decision delay period (Part I) are not counted again in the 
team disruption section (Part V). The vacancy productivity gap that appears in 
some replacement cost models is incorporated into the ramp-up section (Part IV) 
rather than being listed separately. Revenue risk uses probability-weighted 

contribution margin, not topline revenue loss. If you're comparing this framework 
to others, this approach produces more defensible numbers. 
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When Separation Is Still the Right Decision 
 
 

We committed at the start of this document to acknowledging when separation is 

the better outcome. Here it is. 

The business case for recovery is compelling when a leader has previously 

demonstrated high performance, when there are identifiable and addressable root 

causes for her current difficulties, and when she has the desire to return to high 

performance. That's a lot of leaders. It's probably more than most organizations 

formally assess before making a separation decision. 

But it's not all leaders. Separation remains the right call when: 

• There has been clear misconduct, whether ethical violations, harassment, 
fraud, or behaviours that have materially damaged the organization or its 
people. No cost analysis changes the calculus here. 

• The leader has demonstrated an unwillingness to engage in recovery. 
Recovery requires genuine commitment from the individual. If that 
commitment isn't present, the investment won't deliver. 

• Structured recovery has already been attempted and has not worked. If 

the organization has genuinely invested in support and the performance 
issues persist, separation becomes more defensible. 

• The role itself has changed beyond the leader's realistic capacity to adapt. 
Not every performance issue is a recoverable one. When the gap is 

fundamental rather than circumstantial, the organization owes both itself and 
the leader an honest assessment. 

• The leader herself has decided to leave. Sometimes the most respectful 
outcome is a well-supported transition to a role or organization that's a better 
fit. 

 

The purpose of this framework isn't to make separation impossible. It's to ensure 

that when organizations make this decision, they're doing so with full knowledge of 

what it will actually cost them, and having genuinely exhausted the alternatives. In 

our experience, that rarely happens. 
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The Recovery Investment: An Honest 
Comparison 
 
 

Once you've worked through the cost domains above and identified which scenario 

is most applicable to your situation, the question becomes: what would it cost to 

avoid this? 

The Athena Leadership Recovery System™ is a structured, evidence-based program 

designed to recover and re-energize a high-potential senior woman leader who is 

underperforming due to identifiable and addressable causes. The investment in that 

program is a fraction of the Likely Case replacement cost in this framework, and a 

fraction of the Base Case as well. 

What the recovery investment delivers that replacement cannot: 

• Institutional knowledge preserved. The leader's accumulated context, 
relationships, and strategic understanding stay in the organization. 

• Team stability maintained. No departure trigger, no ripple effect, no 
succession disruption. 

• Diversity profile protected. No ESG impact, no pipeline erosion, no employer 
brand damage. 

• Elevated loyalty and engagement from the recovered leader. Leaders who 
have been genuinely supported through a difficult period and emerge 
stronger become some of the most committed and effective contributors an 

organization has. 

• Signal to the broader organization. Choosing recovery over replacement 
sends a message about the kind of organization this is. That message is heard 
by every woman in the company who's watching. 
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REPLACE: Likely Case Total RECOVER: Program Investment 

~$1,346,500 

Timeline: 18 to 24 months before new 
leader is fully effective 
Knowledge: Lost 
New hire failure risk: Approximately 40% 
within 18 months 
If new hire fails: Full cycle repeats 

A fraction of replacement 
cost 

Timeline: 3 to 6 months to meaningful 
progress 
Knowledge: Retained 
Team: Stable 
Diversity profile: Maintained 

 

If the leader has the potential and the will to recover, the numbers make the 

decision for you. 
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Comprehensive Decision Checklist 
 
 

Use this checklist before approving a separation decision. Every item should be 

formally reviewed, documented, and signed off by the relevant decision-makers: 

senior HR leadership, legal, finance, and the executive sponsor of the role. 

 

Section A: Pre-Decision Cost Quantification 

A1. The Nine-Month Delay 

☐ Calculate the leader's productivity deficit over the delay period 

□ How long since the issue was first recognized? 

□ Estimated productivity level during impairment (use 40–60% as a baseline) 

□ Monthly salary versus estimated value delivered 

☐ Calculate the team productivity cascade 

□ Direct reports count and their loaded compensation total 

□ Estimated team productivity reduction (15–25% baseline) 

□ Duration of impaired team performance 

☐ Identify and value stalled or deferred initiatives 

□ List of projects or decisions delayed due to the leader's diminished 
effectiveness 

□ Estimated financial value of each delay 

☐ Total delay cost documented 

 

A2. Separation Costs 

☐ Severance exposure calculated by external employment counsel 

□ Common law reasonable notice assessment (Canada) or negotiated package 
range (USA) 

□ Bardal factors applied (Canada): character of employment, tenure, age, 
comparables 

□ Benefits continuation cost quantified 

□ Equity acceleration and bonus treatment confirmed 
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☐ Legal cost range estimated for uncontested and contested scenarios 

□ External counsel retained 

□ Human rights and discrimination risk formally assessed 

□ Pay equity audit trigger risk assessed 

□ Constructive dismissal risk assessed (Canada) 

□ Title VII, ADEA, and state law risk assessed (USA) 

□ Non-compete enforceability confirmed by jurisdiction 

☐ HR administrative costs identified (benefits admin, IT, security, exit program) 

☐ Total separation costs documented on Base/Likely/Upper Bound basis 
 

A3. Recruitment and Vacancy Costs 

☐ Executive search firm fee estimated (30–33% of first-year total compensation) 

☐ Internal HR time cost calculated (hours multiplied by loaded rate) 

☐ Interview panel time cost calculated for all participants 

☐ Realistic vacancy duration estimated (minimum 4–9 months for senior roles) 

☐ Interim executive requirement assessed 

□ Market rate confirmed: $200–$400 per hour or $25K–$45K per month 

☐ Sign-on bonus and relocation budget confirmed 

☐ Total recruitment costs documented 
 

A4. New Leader Ramp-Up 

☐ Productivity ramp-up modelled across 12 months 

□ Months 1 through 3: 25% effectiveness 

□ Months 4 through 6: 50% effectiveness 

□ Months 7 through 9: 75% effectiveness 

□ Months 10 through 12: 90% effectiveness 

☐ Year-1 productivity gap value calculated 

☐ Compensation premium vs. incumbent estimated 

☐ Formal onboarding program budget confirmed 

☐ New hire failure probability acknowledged (studies indicate 40% fail within 18 
months) 

□ If new hire fails, full replacement cycle costs recur 
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Section B: Organizational and Human Impact 
Assessment 

B1. Team Impact 

☐ Team departure risk assessed 

□ Which team members are most aligned with the departing leader? 

□ Which have been actively recruited externally? 

☐ Team member departure cost modelled 

□ Number of likely departures estimated (use 1 to 2 as a conservative baseline) 

□ Replacement cost per team member: 50–100% of annual salary 

☐ Team engagement impact assessed 

□ Projected engagement score post-departure (15–25% decline common) 

□ Productivity cost of engagement decline calculated 

☐ Active project continuity assessed 

□ All major initiatives owned or co-owned by this leader documented 

□ Estimated impact if leader departs mid-initiative 

 

B2. Institutional Knowledge and Succession 

☐ Tacit knowledge inventory initiated 

□ Key client relationships this leader personally manages 

□ Strategic context and history she uniquely holds 

□ Vendor, partner, and stakeholder relationships 

☐ Succession pipeline impact assessed 

□ Which high-potential individuals are in active development under her 
sponsorship? 

□ Will their development paths survive this leadership change? 

 

B3. Customer and Revenue Risk 

☐ Revenue portfolio directly influenced by this leader identified 

□ Total managed or influenced revenue 

□ Names and status of accounts where she is the executive sponsor 
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☐ Disruption probability assessed by account 

□ Contribution margin applied to any revenue at risk (not topline) 

□ Expected value calculation completed (probability times margin impact) 

☐ Active deal pipeline reviewed for vulnerability 

 

Section C: Gender-Specific and Diversity 
Considerations 

☐ Current gender representation in senior leadership documented 

□ Percentage of senior leadership team who are women, before and after this 
departure 

□ Will this take the organization below any public diversity commitment? 

☐ ESG and investor reporting impact assessed 

□ Annual report, proxy statement, and sustainability report implications 
reviewed 

□ Investor relations team briefed 

☐ Pipeline and role model effect assessed 

□ How many high-potential women in the organization identify this leader as a 
model? 

□ Historical pattern of junior women departures following senior women exits 

☐ Elevated legal risk profile assessed 

□ Has the leader been held to a higher standard than male peers? 

□ Has she been excluded from networks, meetings, or development 
opportunities? 

□ Has her compensation been equitable relative to male peers at the same 
level? 

□ Has pregnancy, parental leave, caregiving, or family status been a factor? 

☐ Pay equity analysis completed before proceeding 

 

Section D: Brand and Reputational Risk 
☐ Employer brand impact assessed 

□ Is this leader publicly visible on Glassdoor, LinkedIn, or industry platforms? 

□ Is her departure likely to generate visible commentary? 
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☐ Industry network impact assessed 

□ Which professional communities is she connected to? 

□ What is the likely narrative if this departure becomes known? 

☐ Customer and stakeholder perception risk assessed 

□ Are any major customers likely to be aware of or affected by this departure? 

□ Government contract or procurement diversity requirements reviewed 
 

Section E: Strategic Costs 
☐ Strategic initiative inventory completed 

□ All major initiatives this leader owns or co-owns documented 

□ Estimated impact and delay cost if initiative loses its executive sponsor 

☐ Competitive intelligence risk assessed 

□ Could she join a competitor? What would she carry? 

□ Non-compete enforceability confirmed in the relevant jurisdiction 

☐ Long-term pattern assessed 

□ Has this organization replaced senior women before? What was the pattern? 

□ Is the organization developing a reputation for not supporting senior women? 
 

Section F: The Recovery Alternative -- Required Before 
Proceeding 
This section is not optional. Before a separation decision is formally approved, the 

following questions must be addressed and documented. 

☐ Root cause analysis of performance issues completed 

□ Has a structured diagnostic been conducted beyond standard performance 
review? 

□ Has the leader been directly consulted about her perspective on the root 
causes? 

□ Are root causes in the individual (skills, engagement, character) or in the 
system (support, culture, equity, resources)? 

☐ Prior investment in support assessed 

□ Has the organization provided executive coaching to this leader? 
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□ Have systemic issues that may be contributing to her underperformance been 
addressed? 

□ Has she had a genuine, well-supported opportunity to recover? 

☐ Recovery potential formally assessed 

□ Has this leader previously demonstrated high performance in this 
organization? 

□ Are there identifiable and addressable root causes for the current 
underperformance? 

□ Does she have the desire and commitment to return to high performance? 

☐ Recovery investment compared to replacement cost 

□ Total estimated replacement cost documented from Sections A through E 
above 

□ Recovery program investment documented and compared 

□ ROI of recovery calculated against replacement scenario 

☐ Structured recovery program options evaluated 

□ The Athena Leadership Recovery System™ or equivalent formally reviewed 

□ Recovery program proposal presented alongside the replacement cost 
analysis 

☐ Final decision documented 

□ Decision rationale in writing, referencing this cost analysis 

□ Financial analysis reviewed and approved by CFO and General Counsel 

□ HR, legal, and executive sponsor sign-off obtained 

 

The Three Questions That Should Drive This Decision 
1. Has this leader previously demonstrated high performance in this organization? 
2. Are there identifiable and addressable root causes for her current 
underperformance? 
3. Does she have the potential and will to return to high performance? 
 

If the answer to all three is yes, the numbers in this framework make the case 
clearly.  The investment in recovery will be a fraction of the cost of replacement. 

 
If the answer to any of the three is no, separation may be the right call. 

The checklist above ensures that decision is made with full information. 
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Appendix A: When an Internal Candidate Is 
Available 
 
 

One scenario worth acknowledging: the organization has a credible internal 

candidate who could step into this role. It's a legitimate path, and in many situations 

it's the better replacement option. This appendix notes the key ways that scenario 

changes the cost picture. 

To be clear, the detailed cost analysis in this document is built around an external 

hire, because that's the more expensive and more commonly underestimated 

scenario. An internal promotion doesn't change the argument for investing in 

recovery first. It does, however, reduce some of the costs if separation proceeds. 

What Changes with an Internal Hire 
• Search and recruitment costs drop significantly. The executive search firm 

retainer (typically $60,000 to $90,000 in the Likely Case) largely disappears. 
Sign-on bonuses and relocation packages are usually not required. Interview 
and assessment costs are reduced. 

• The ramp-up curve compresses. An internal candidate who already knows 
the culture, the people, and the strategic context typically reaches meaningful 
effectiveness in four to six months rather than ten to twelve. The Year-1 
productivity gap in Part IV roughly halves. 

• Failure risk is lower. Internal promotions fail at roughly half the rate of 

external hires within the first eighteen months. That's a meaningful reduction 
in the risk of restarting the entire replacement cycle. 

• Compensation premium is often smaller. Promoting from within typically 
requires a smaller salary adjustment than competing in the open executive 

market. 

 

What Doesn't Change 
This is the part that surprises most organizations. The source of the replacement 

doesn't affect the costs tied to the departing leader. All of the following remain 

essentially unchanged regardless of whether you hire internally or externally: 
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• The nine-month pre-decision delay costs: already spent 

• Severance and legal costs: paid to the departing leader, not determined by 

her replacement 

• Customer and client relationship disruption risk: tied to her departure, not to 
who replaces her 

• Gender-specific costs: pipeline erosion, ESG impact, and employer brand 

effects all still apply 

• Team disruption around the departing leader: her team still experiences the 
transition 

 

The Cost That's Often Forgotten 
When an internal candidate steps up, their current role becomes vacant. That 

backfill typically requires an external search at a lower level, adding $50,000 to 

$100,000 in recruitment and onboarding costs, and creating a second disruption in 

another part of the organization. In some cases, it creates a cascading chain of 

vacancies. This cost is almost never included when organizations present the 

internal promotion as the low-cost option. 

The Net Effect 
Compared to the Likely Case external hire scenario in this framework, a successful 

internal promotion saves roughly $100,000 to $175,000 in net costs (search fees and 

ramp-up savings, minus backfill). That brings the Likely Case total from 

approximately $1.35M to roughly $1.15M to $1.25M, which is still well above what most 

organizations budget when they make the separation decision, and still many times 

the investment required for a structured leadership recovery program. 

The internal hire path is the right call when a genuinely strong candidate is available 

and ready. It isn't, however, the inexpensive path most people assume it to be. And it 

doesn't change the core question this document is designed to answer: was the 

separation necessary in the first place? 
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Methodology and Sources 
 
 

The cost estimates in this framework draw on published research and professional 

benchmarks across all three scenarios. Where specific figures are cited to named 

sources, we've noted the source inline. Where estimates are directionally supported 

by a body of research without a single authoritative figure, we've said so. That 

distinction matters for how readers should weight any particular number. 

The framework is designed to be scenario-specific. The Base Case is calibrated to sit 

within or slightly above mainstream published benchmarks (100 to 213 percent of 

annual salary), with the incremental costs for the Likely and Upper Bound cases 

clearly distinguished from that baseline. Costs that draw from the same underlying 

phenomenon are counted once, not multiple times. 

Primary Research and Data Sources 
• SHRM (Society for Human Resource Management): Benchmark data on 

employee replacement costs, HR department cost modelling, and employee 
engagement research. 

• Gallup: Employee engagement research and manager impact on team 
productivity, including their ongoing State of the Global Workplace series. 

• McKinsey and Company: Women in the Workplace annual report (2015 to 
2024 series), gender diversity and financial performance correlation, and 
strategic initiative continuity research. 

• Center for American Progress: The oft-cited analysis placing senior executive 
replacement costs at up to 213 percent of annual salary. 

• Catalyst: Role model effect research, women's leadership pipeline data, and 
gender diversity and financial performance studies. 

• Korn Ferry: Executive search fee benchmarks, time-to-fill data for senior roles, 

and interim executive market rates. 

• Boston Consulting Group: Research on gender diversity and innovation 
revenue correlation. 

• Gartner and Corporate Executive Board: New leader time-to-effectiveness 
research and senior executive onboarding cost modelling. 
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• LinkedIn Global Talent Trends: Employer brand impact on recruiting costs, 
time-to-fill, and compensation premiums. 

• Canadian employment law: Provincial employment standards acts, common 
law Bardal factors and reasonable notice case law, CBCA disclosure 
requirements, Ontario Working for Workers Acts (2022, 2023), Canadian 
Human Rights Act, and federal Pay Equity Act. 

• U.S. employment law: Title VII, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act, 

the Equal Pay Act, the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, state human rights 
statutes, EEOC settlement data, and the Worker Adjustment and Retraining 
Notification Act. 

 

A note on limitations: many of the cost estimates in the Likely and Upper Bound 

scenarios are directionally supported by research rather than precisely documented 

in the literature. Where we've used ranges, the limits of those ranges reflect 

professional benchmarks and judgment, not mathematical certainty. Readers are 

encouraged to calibrate the framework to their specific organizational context using 

the checklist in Section F, rather than applying the aggregate totals as fixed 

estimates. 

AI Disclosure: This report was developed with the assistance of Claude Cowork, 
Anthropic's AI system, which was used for research synthesis, cost modelling, and 
document production. The analytical framework, strategic conclusions, positioning 
of The Athena Leadership Recovery System™, and professional judgments 
expressed throughout are those of the author. 
 

 

 

 

The Athena Leadership Recovery System™ 

Recovering capable women. Protecting organizational investment. 
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