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If you believe that better quality talent delivers 
better results, then you should want as much great 
talent on your team as quickly as you can get it. A 
well-run talent review is the surest, shortest path to 
make that happen. 

Unfortunately, leaders don’t always get the bene-
fits they should from talent reviews. Leaders are full 
of good ideas and positive intentions for their talent, 
but that doesn’t mean that they accurately evaluate 
them or follow up on the development promises 
they made in the review. 

We want you to be the best talent-building lead-
er possible, so we share below four talent review 
secrets and three tips that will get you more better 
talent faster.



INS IGHTS  /  P A G E  2

Secret #1: High performance is not high 
potential

Perhaps the largest mistake managers make 
during talent reviews is to confuse an indi-
vidual’s high performance with their having 
high potential to advance. It’s an understand-
able error but one that results in far too many 
people being inaccurately labeled as high 
potential.

In reality, there’s a largely one-way relation-
ship between those two things. While nearly 
every true high potential is also a high per-
former, very few high performers have high 
potential. That relationship exists for a few 
reasons:
•	 Potential means up: The primary purpose 

of talent reviews is to predict how far and 
how fast someone can move up into a larg-
er, more complex role. Potential must be de-
fined in this way – it’s not just being able to 
do more in your current role. The ability to 
grow in one’s role should be an expectation 
of anyone in any role – it doesn’t suggest 
someone has potential.

•	 Different skills are needed: It’s a common 
experience that people are promoted to 
their level of incompetence. That happens 
when we don’t realize that different capa-
bilities are required to win on each step up 
the ladder. 

The classic example is promoting a shoe 
store’s best salesperson to be the shoe store 
manager. Even though the manager role 
might only be one step above the salesper-
son, the roles have almost nothing in com-
mon. In that case, you’ve mistaken high 
performance for high potential. 

That’s also why focusing on your 

strengths is a poor strategy if you plan to 
move up. You’ll need very different skills as 
you move up and earlier strengths might 
undercut your success in different and larg-
er challenges.

•	 Your organization is a pyramid: A very 
practical reason why performance does not 
equal potential is that you likely work in 
a pyramid-shaped organization. There are 
fewer directors than managers, fewer vice 
presidents than directors, etc. This means 
that even if everyone is a high performer 
(they’re not), only 1 in 5 or 8 or 10 people at 
any level can move up and then only when 
a role becomes available.  

In your talent review, ask yourself wheth-
er the person being discussed has outper-
formed 3 out of 4 of their peers, on average, 
over the past 3 years. If so, they’re a high 
performer and now qualify to be evaluated for 
their potential and interest in moving up.  

If you’re advocating high potential status 

While nearly 
every true high 

potential is also a 
high performer, 

very few high 
performers have 
high potential.
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for someone who doesn’t meet that standard, 
you’ll need to have a strong argument. If 
someone has only been an average performer 
in their current job, why would you believe 
that they’ll succeed in an even larger and 
more challenging job?

#2: Potential = Person + Situation
A talent review’s purpose is to differentiate 

people based on potential – their ability and 
desire to contribute more. Unfortunately, the 
science about human potential is incomplete. 

There’s agreement about the few big factors 
that contribute to potential but even with that 
information we know only about 50% -60% 
of what makes someone high potential for any 
given job. What we do know is enough to be 
relatively accurate in predicting potential if 
the best possible definition is combined with 
a well-run talent review process. 

What you should know about potential is 
that it’s a combination of person and situation. 
People succeed when they bring the capabil-
ities to a situation that’s needed at that mo-
ment. This means that potential is more than 
just being a smart, hard-working, ambitious 
and likable person. Not everyone with those 
characteristics succeeds in every situation. 
In fact, leaders like that fail every day in big 
important jobs. 

About the situation: In our Talent Manage-
ment Institute at the University of North Car-
olina, we teach that “companies change faster 
than leaders do.” This means that companies 
move through a life-cycle where what they 
need from talent changes in various phases. 
The better the leader fits with the company’s 
needs in that phase, the more potential they’ll 

be seen to have.
The leader who excelled in an entrepre-

neurial company might be frustrated at new 
processes and perceived bureaucracy as that 
company matures. The turnaround leader 
who succeeded because of a ruthless focus 
on cost might be seen as not having the right 
investment philosophy when the company 
needs to innovate. 

In each example, the person’s personal char-
acteristics haven’t changed but the situation 
in which they need to apply them has. 

In your talent review, ask yourself what 
are the few differentiating capabilities that 
your company needs to win going forward. Do 
you predict that the talent you’re discussing 
will be a perfect fit, a good fit or not a great fit 
with those capabilities? (For a deeper expla-
nation, please read our article, “Companies 
Change Faster than Leaders Do”)

About the individual: An individual brings 

A talent review’s 
purpose is to 

differentiate people 
based on potential 
– their ability and 

desire to contribute 
more.

https://talentstrategygroup.com/tmi-public/
https://talentstrategygroup.com/tmi-public/
https://talentstrategygroup.com/companies-change-faster-than-leaders-do/
https://talentstrategygroup.com/companies-change-faster-than-leaders-do/
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both “born” and “made” capabilities to your 
evaluation of potential. The most predictive 
ones for you to consider are:
•	 Applied intelligence: A person’s intelli-

gence is the single largest predictor of their 
ability to be a high performer or a high po-
tential at work. This is applied intelligence, 
not IQ, so you want to evaluate how some-
one demonstrates intelligence at work. 

In the talent review, ask yourself can 
this person quickly process large amounts 
of information to arrive at sound decisions? 
Do they ask smartly critical questions 
about a topic? Do they make complex con-
cepts simple?

•	 Proven capabilities: Past performance 
doesn’t predict future success in a different 
activity. But, if someone has a strong histo-
ry of top-tier performance across a variety 
of big, different, challenging experiences, 
it’s an excellent indicator that they can 
deliver similar results if you put them into 
more experiences like those. 

In the talent review, ask yourself if this 
person has consistently succeeded in every 
challenging experience where they’ve been 
asked to perform at a high level.

•	 Upward ambition: Not everyone wants to 
move up but that’s part of the definition 
of high potential. Ambition is the state of 
wanting to do, prove and get more. The best 

way to assess this is to ask your team mem-
ber if they’re up for the larger challenges, 
risks and rewards they’ll face a layer or two 
above where they are today.

In the talent review, ask yourself if 
you’re clear about your team member’s 
ambition and what drives it.

Overall, in your talent review ask your-
self if you understand your company’s future 
capability needs, your team members’ intel-
ligence, experiences and ambition, and how 
well the two fit together. Don’t say, “they’re 
high potential but just not in the way you 
define it.”

#3: Focus on the talent review discussion, 
not the tools

Your company might use the classic 9-box 
grid with performance assessed on one side 
and potential to advance assessed on the oth-
er. Originated years ago by either McKinsey or 
GE (depending on the storyteller), the grid is 
intended to separate the discussion of perfor-
mance from the discussion of potential. That’s 
a valuable purpose (to our discussion in Secret 
#1) but the number of boxes isn’t the point – 
the discussion is. 

We’ve seen 4-box grids, 5-boxes, 6-boxes and 
even 28-boxes. Any tool that helps separate 
the discussion of performance from potential 
is helpful. The most important question is 

Overall, in your talent review ask yourself if you 
understand your company’s future capability needs, your 

team members’ intelligence, experiences and ambition, and 
how well the two fit together.
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what criteria you’re using to evaluate poten-
tial. Charting someone on a 9-box is just the 
outcome of the high-quality conversation 
you’ve had about their potential.

In the talent review, do place people in the 
boxes or categories provided and have very 
solid facts to back up your placement. In the 
talent review, don’t complain about the tools 
being used or attempt to redesign them on 
the spot. Your company’s tool is what you’re 
asked to use. Don’t engage in false precision 
by saying things like, “Well they’re in this box 
but at the top of it.”

#4: Build talent faster through experiences. 
A key mantra in the science of human devel-

opment is “70/20/10.” That ratio tells us that 
about 70% of what we learn comes from our 
professional experiences (jobs, projects, etc.), 
about 20% comes by learning through others 
(i.e. shadowing someone, getting feedback) 
and about 10% comes from formal learning 
and education.

So, you’ll want to consider experiences first 
when you think through how to accelerate 
the development of your best talent. What 
experiences will most quickly accelerate them 
from where they are today to the place you 
(and they) want them to go? 

To answer those questions you need to have 
a point of view about which experiences 
matter most and if there’s an order in which 
people need to get them. Coach from that 
point of view.

In the talent review, ask yourself if every 
high potential and high performer has an ex-
perienced-based development plan focused on 
the one experience that will most accelerate 

their growth. 

Three tips
We mentioned earlier that talent reviews 

don’t always produce the great outcomes they 
should. These three practical tips will help en-
sure that you get all the talent-building power 
possible from this process.

1. Follow-through. Talent reviews help you 
to grow people faster by accurately evaluat-
ing them and then developing them based on 
your evaluation. The only purpose of evalu-
ating them is to develop them, so following 
through is essential to build better talent 
faster. A few easy ways to ensure you to that:
•	 Use the talent review to crowdsource 

high potential’s development plans. If the 
group has just discussed Suzie’s strengths, 
weaknesses and goals, share your suggest-
ed development action for Suzie with the 
group and ask if they have better ideas 
about how to accelerate her development. 
You’ll get good ideas and suggestions and 

Talent reviews help 
you to grow people 
faster by accurately 

evaluating 
them and then 

developing them 
based on your 

evaluation



INS IGHTS  /  P A G E  6

earn their support for Suzie’s eventual de-
velopment plan.

•	 Follow up in your team meeting. You 
likely have a weekly, monthly or quarterly 
team meeting. Use that to track your direct 
reports’ follow up on the development com-
mitments they made in their talent review 
about their team.

•	 Report up to your manager. Share month-
ly with your manager the progress that 
your high potential or high performing 
leaders are making on their development 
plans.

2. Do realistic succession planning. A suc-
cession plan is a risk mitigation plan for your 
business. It gives leaders above you confidence 
that there won’t be a performance gap in your 
group if a key player moves. Your plan must 
be realistic, not optimistic, about who will be 
ready for what roles by what time. 

Those on the plan should be in the high 
potential category on your performance and 
potential matrix. If they aren’t, it suggests that 
you’re saying that average talent should be 
promoted into larger, more impactful roles.

It’s better to turn in a blank succession chart 
and ask your boss and HR for support in build-
ing your team’s bench-strength, than to list 
names that will never be actual successors.   

3. Be largely transparent. “Should we tell 
a high po that they’re a high po?” Companies 
have been asking that question for at least 50 
years and they’re still struggling with what 
their policy should be. We’re fans of transpar-
ency and suggest the following approach:
•	 After the talent review, meet with every-

one discussed and share a summary of 
the discussion with them. This doesn’t 

mean that you necessarily have to tell peo-
ple that they are in a certain box or catego-
ry. But our standard of transparency is that, 
if you place a 9-box grid (or whatever you 
use) in front of the employee at the end of 
the conversation and ask them to make an 
“x” in the box you just discussed, they can 
accurately do that. 

•	 Tell high potentials that they are high 
potentials. You can use that term or a dif-
ferent one. You can tell them that they can 
move “far and fast in the organization.” But 
let them know that the organization highly 
values them and will be investing in their 
success. Also let them know that potential 
is something to be realized, so it’s up to 
them to prove their ability over the next 
few years.

•	 Tell successors that they may be succes-
sors. No, you are not promising them a role 
and they should understand that. Let them 
know that they are one person (perhaps 

A succession plan is a 
risk mitigation plan 
for your business. It 
gives leaders above 
you confidence that 

there won’t be a 
performance gap in 
your group if a key 

player moves. 
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among many others) who is being consid-
ered as potentially moving into role “x” in 
“y” number of years. Be clear that to be con-
sidered for the role they must show contin-
ued strong growth and high performance. 
Share that this is a potential opportunity 
and not a guaranteed one.

Yeah, but . . .
•	 Isn’t it HR’s job to assess talent? No, 

it’s your job as a manager to assess your 
team members’ capabilities. You work 
with your team every day so you should 
have a fact-based point of view about how 
far and fast each of them can move. HR 
should provide you with tools, training 
and processes to do this. Trust us that HR 
isn’t hiding some secret, more accurate 
assessment process that only they know 
how to use.

•	 Shouldn’t we use assessments to more 
accurately measure potential? Assess-
ments should be used if they will provide 
you with information that you don’t 
already have about the potential criteria 
described in #2 above. If someone has 
been on your team for 2 – 3 years, you 
should already accurately know their 
ambition, their experiences, if they have 

I N T E R E S T E D I N L E A R N I NG MOR E ?
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enough cognitive capability and how 
they’ve performed in experiences you’ve 
given them. 

You may not know how others (peers, 
direct reports, other leaders) perceive 
them, so a 360- assessment can be helpful 
in that situation. If they’re new to your 
team, they and you might benefit from a 
“derailer” assessment. But, in most cas-
es, assessments are not going to provide 
much practical information beyond what 
you already know about an individual’s 
potential.

•	 Isn’t training important for develop-
ment too? Refer to our 70/20/10 rule. Yes, 
training matters but too often it’s the 
default solution used by managers. Your 
first instinct to develop your team mem-
ber should be to identify the best next 
experience for them. Training should be 
used when there’s no way to develop the 
needed capabilities in-house.

We know that better talent delivers better 
results, so use your valuable time to grow 
your team in the fastest, most effective way. 
Follow your company’s talent review process 
and be sure to apply the four secrets (and three 
tips) for the best possible results!

mailto:marc%40talentstrategygroup.com?subject=
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