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Strategic Talent Development 

Managing Your High-Potentials 
By Debbie Payne and Wayne Rawcliffe 

Recruitment and retention of talent are hot topics in business today, but of the two, keeping key talent 

is a far more cost effective strategy. When we hear the terms succession planning, talent management, 

and leadership development, the poignant question is, “What is my organization doing with the talent 

that they do retain”? How well is the process of developing high-potential talent being managed in your 

organization? Historically talent was developed over a long period of time, with loyal employees working 

in a variety of progressively responsible positions in one organization. Belief was that the fittest will 

survive and rise to the top or that they will “show themselves” somehow. The workplace of today is 

more fluid, with more movement, and is extremely complex - requiring us to manage our talent 

differently. Many factors now directly influence how we need to think about and manage our high-

potential talent, such as global and generational diversity, a growth in a need for leadership at all levels, 

technology and communication challenges and opportunities, and the demographic changes we are all 

facing. 

Most executives believe that managing high-potential talent is critical to achieving business results and 

profitability. Deloitte's HR Transformation Survey found that most company executives who participated 

in the study lacked confidence in how their organizations currently managed talent. IBM's Global Human 

Capital Study (2008) states over three quarters of Human Resource Executives worldwide, are 

concerned about their ability to develop future leaders. 

A planned, disciplined step approach can provide organizations with a development process for these 

key individuals directly linked to corporate business strategy. Step 1 takes a careful look a the aspects of 

the organization that provide the business context for leadership development and assesses the 

organization’s current leadership bench strength. Step two, ensure that the right mix of internal and 

external resources are aligned to develop the high potential leadership development program. Step 

three is all about implementation of the program while step 4 assesses the success of the program 

delivery in meeting its objectives and also the improvement in leadership readiness of the high potential 

pool to take on more responsibility. 

This approach includes an analysis of assets, an alignment of resources, implementation of the high-

potential program, and a process to monitor and evaluate results. 
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High-potential Development Process 

Step 1: Asset Analysis 

Often organizations think of their assets as primarily products, services, and facilities. . In progressive 

companies we also hear the phrase “our people are our best assets” because they inherently know that 

without their people the rest of the assets have little meaning. Intellectual capital is the life of the 

organization.  

So how do we analyze the people assets? Some organizations use tools and processes such as 

performance management or review, development planning, or succession planning. These approaches 

vary in their success as they often stop short of full integration and are not linked together strategically. 

We can learn from this and continue to find ways to effectively analyze our people assets by using 

criteria for assessment, setting some measures or metrics, and asking ourselves the right questions 

before leaping into solutions. 

The focus of this brief article is on high-potential employees; those that typically are seen to have 

potential to be promoted at least two levels above their current position. These are differentiated from 

“high-performers” who demonstrate strong task results and are generally viewed as highly capable 

individual contributors. High-potentials tend to stand out and achieve better results than their peers 

both on task performance and people leadership. Some common attributes looked for in identifying 

high-potential is that the employee1: 

 Has the respect and trust of his/her manager, peers, subordinates and customers 

 Consistently produces results above expectations in accordance with the organization’s values 

 Maintains a high level of technical competence 

 Is open to constructive feedback translated learning into high-performance 

 Contributes critical judgment at some level of setting organizational strategy 

 Has a broad acumen of the organization’s business and his/her role in its goals 

There is a great deal of debate with valid arguments on both sides in the literature for informing or not 

informing the high-potential employee that he or she is a candidate for the development pool. Practice 

has helped us understand that what is most important is how we share information, what we say, what 

we promise or do not promise.. Employees today are looking for development - they seek it, as they 

know that through development comes opportunity, either in their organization or in another 

                                                           
1 Pg 3 Identifying and Cultivating High-Potential Employees, Jeff Snipes. As printed in Chief Learning Officer Magazine, November 2005. 
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organization. If you are not explicit with the value you place on your organization’s talent, your 

competition will be.  

Senior executives who are able to have strategic coaching and mentoring conversations about career 

development with employees will become the linchpin that keeps high-potentials engaged. Multiple 

forms of assessment aid in providing data and criteria by which to assess and analyze the talent.  

Step 2 Resource Alignment 

The goal of the high-potential development process is to ensure that the organization’s leadership 

capacity keeps pace with the organization’s growth. This ongoing process identifies, assesses and 

develops the leadership talent required to achieve the organization’s strategic goals. The process 

identifies the skills, experience, knowledge and overall competencies required to achieve the current 

and emerging future organizational goals. 

The high-potential development process is aligned with and drawn from the corporate strategy. A 

number of questions need to be addressed in order to determine the resources needed, available and 

required for this alignment. We know from the leadership development research that these are the 

conditions for optimal resource alignment: 

▪The organization: 

 has a clearly defined, formal corporate strategy 

 understands the level of risk for its strategic positions 

 tracks what is happening in the competitive environment 

 Knows what capabilities are needed to be successful in the future 

The leadership development program: 

 Evolves from an overall leadership development strategy and knows how the specific high-

potential development differ from this 

 Knows the current state of the organization’s leadership capability 

 Has identified performance measures linked to the corporate strategy 

 Knows how high-potential is defined and how will individuals will be identified 

Assessing your organization’s current state provides the foundational framework from which to build a 

leadership development program.  

Step 3: Program Implementation 

The term “program” in this context could refer to a series of courses, projects, or a variety of learning 
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events and opportunities that lead to development. 

Before embarking on a high-potential development program, the executive team should have a dialogue 

around the following questions. This will aid the organization in understanding what committing to a 

high-potential development program means. The organization knows: 

 Why it has committed to a high-potential development program 

 What it is trying to achieve through a high-potential development program 

 How it will support the business strategy and lead to improved results 

 How will the program’s success be measured 

The value of high-potentials’ development relative to the program’s cost 

To be successful, high-potential development programs should be formally ‘owned’ by management. 

Management has the authority and responsibility to assign resources to the program, create learning 

opportunities and provide mentorship to individuals.  

So, what should go into a high-potential development program? 

When planning and implementing an integrated program high-potential development, there are many 

factors to consider. The following best practices form the basis for high-potential development 

program2: 

 Provide a broad educational experience Enable a range of learning options and methods to the 

high potential employee. Do not limit the number of courses available. 

 Formal Leadership development program Establish a focused, learning objective based 

leadership curriculum. 

 Action based learning Action learning happens when small teams of high potentials take on a 

real organizational issue or problem and solve it within a project environment. The learning is 

applied to real life situations and facilitated reflection enables individuals and teams to transfer 

their learning to solving related problems. 

 Broad rotational opportunities An experience-based development process is to assign 

managers on rotational assignments across disciplines, divisions and geographies. 

 Internal mentoring programs Through pairing with senior mentors, high-potentials are 

introduced to organizational knowledge and experience. 

                                                           
2 Pg 4-5 Identifying and Cultivating High-Potential Employees, Jeff Snipes. As printed in Chief Learning Officer Magazine, November 2005. 
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 One on one coaching Coaching enables the high potential learner to gain personal insight into 

their behaviours and impact, embed learning through reflection and fast track skill 

development. 

Technology Technology-enhanced learning can improve leadership behaviour in real time. 

Step 4: Monitor and Evaluate 

Learning is by definition the internalization of new ideas, skills, and knowledge. Application of these new 

skills requires opportunity to practice and experiment and a supportive environment for risk failure.  

Continuous feedback, coaching, and mentoring will help accelerate learning and deepen the 

understanding and impact of new behaviours. It is critical to monitor and evaluate individual high-

potential development and progress over time. It is also critical to monitor, evaluate and adjust the 

high-potential program to the changing needs of the business. 

Many organizations formalize the criteria used to assess individual leadership readiness and 

organizational leadership requirements through the use of competencies, or other criteria. Feedback is 

provided to individuals and teams to determine change in leadership readiness and thereby, the 

decrease in organizational risk. It is the objective of the high potential leadership development process 

to reduce the organizational risk by fast tracking the development of those individuals who will 

implement the corporate strategy. 

Conclusion 

A well-managed high-potential development process provides the organization with a pool of senior and 

emerging leadership candidates who receive targeted development based on learning objectives aligned 

with business strategy. We know that talent selection and development is a key value driver for 

sustainable growth and business success. High performing organizations are committed to building 

leadership capacity through their high-potential development process which can actually be an 

attraction device that aids in recruitment. To move towards strategic talent development ensures that 

your organization “institutionalizes” its strategic talent management process and differentiates your 

high-potentials with specific targeted development. 

Debbie Payne is a Partner with Deberna Coaching International  

Wayne Rawcliffe is President of Senga Consulting. A sought after speaker, facilitator and educator 

Wayne brings humour, insight and creativity to his work with clients. For a risk free consultation, contact 

him directly at wayne@senga.ca. 


