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Executive Summary 

Research Question 

Several years ago, we would hear everywhere that the performance ratings are dead. Companies then 
revamped their performance management systems and many went back to ratings they eliminated. Is the 

same happening with potential ratings? Is the 9-box Performance Potential Grid dead? What are the benefits 
of doing that? 

Introduction 

With the tightest labor market in half a century11, firm competition for high-potential human capital (HIPO) is at 
an unprecedented level in the United States. The war for talent can be traced back to the early 2000s when 
industry awareness of the dynamism and increasing globalization of the economy led companies to scrutinize 
their leadership pipeline7, recently a renewed emphasis has been placed on the topic14. And the fierce 
competition is for good reason: over a decade of scientific study10 demonstrates a clear link between 
organizational investment in the ‘right’ people in the ‘right’ roles1. 

Findings show that across a wide range of tasks, industries and organizations, a small proportion of the 
workforce tends to drive a large proportion of organizational results. In other words, the top 1% accounts for 
10% of organizational output; the top 5% accounts for 25% of organizational output; and the top 20% accounts 
for 80% of organizational output and organizational outperformance13. Synthesis of ‘star’ research, findings, 
and amongst other outperformance evidence indicates that simply adding a star performer to a team can boost 
the effectiveness of the team members by 5-15%. Therefore, it is necessary to understand how to identify and 
assess HIPO in order to help develop them and help your organization achieve performance maximization in 
this dynamic globalized economy. 

The Use of 9-Box Performance Potential Grid 

Companies such as eBay have been using the 9-box performance potential grid as an individual assessment 
tool to evaluate an employees’ current and potential level of contribution to the organization15. The vertical 
columns of the grid focus growth potential, whereas the horizontal rows help identify whether an employee is 
“currently below, meeting or exceeding performance expectations”15 of his or her team, department and/or 
company. The intersection of the two helps determine an employees’ current performance and his or her future 
needs for development (Exhibit 1)15. When used correctly, the grid can help an organization in its succession 
planning helping, assess its current talent and identify any potential leaders. It also can help an individual 
realize its potential, have a better understanding of his or her future goals, and further inform his or her 
strengths and weaknesses. 

This suggests that the 9-box performance potential grid is not without flaws. One of the common criticisms is 
that the tool is being used to assess potential subjectively as “leaders will have differing views as to how much 
potential an individual has”4. Because of this nature, the tool can be sometimes used not to assess one’s 
potential but rather used to fast track promotions, choose candidates for senior roles and get rid of low-
performing employees. Another problem with the tool is that similar to performance, one’s potential is “rarely 
consistent when situations and environments change”4, which can have an impact on identifying and assessing 
one’s potential. 

A Potential Framework to Assess Employee Potential 

1) Identification of HIPOs: 
The goal is to predict the individuals most likely to become the key drivers of organizational performance. 
It is not to predict who is most likely to quickly climb the corporate ladder. This presumes that the 
organization has identified the key value-creation roles, and is willing to invest in identified individuals to 
connect the key drivers with the key value-creation roles. Here is the scientific research indicating three 
key indicators of HIPOs: 

a. Ability to Execute: 
• The best predictor of job performance is a simple work sample test. To measure an individual’s 

potential to excel in future high-value roles, science has long-since established that the single-
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best predictor is cognitive ability9. There is a meta-analysis of several hundred studies regarding 
the titular areas as correlated with job outperformance. Also, meta-analysis of literature concludes 
that cognitive ability influences virtually all aspects of work performance and potential. Of course, 
any role requires abilities beyond raw cognitive ability, and therefore other characteristics to 
consider include: entrepreneurial mindset2, strategic thinking, critical thinking and adaptability. 

b. Social Skills 
• As firms continue to shift toward a prioritization of teamwork and collaboration, the potential 

incumbents’ social skills are a necessity to maximize the key value-creation roles. An early 
indicator of the HIPO social skills is high emotional intelligence, which can be measured via 
psychometric testing and further refined through mindful training and development. Personality 
Tests like the Hogan High Potential Talent Assessment generate reports to help leaders and 
organizations identify a person’s natural leadership style with the goal of “identify[ing] performance 
areas where focus and attention can be profitably directed in order to maximize leadership 
potential.”8 

c. Drive 
• This indicator is the catalyst that force-multiplies the potential influence of ability and social skills 

on future success in critical value-creation roles. In other words, the “ability and social skill may 
be considered talent; but potential is talent multiplied by drive, as this will determine how much 
ability and social skills get put to use.”3 Drive can be measured via standardized testing that 
measures conscientiousness, achievement motivation, and ambition. Also, it can be identified 
through the old-fashioned way: by observing an individual’s behaviour. For example, one’s 
willingness to take on extra duties and assignments, one’s eagerness for greater responsibility, 
visibility and sacrifice, one’s willingness to embrace a degree of psychological and even physical 
discomfort, one’s willingness to relocate to gain experience and develop skills. These qualities of 
an individual can help separate talented individuals from true HIPOs. 

2) Formal HIPO Assessment Practices Benchmark Survey 
In 2013, PepsiCo leaders conducted a benchmark survey of top companies, which was designed to 
provide insights and visibility regarding HIPO assessment efforts5. Here are the findings on different ways 
to assess HIPO across the industry: 

a. 75% of the respondents used assessment tools for HIPO 
b. 82% of the respondents used assessments for development of HIPO, vs. 50% of the respondents 

used assessments for identification 
c. 66% of the respondents used multi-source or 360-degree feedback for development of HIPO 
d. 66% of the respondents used personality assessments 
e. 59% of the respondents used interviews 
f. 39% of the respondents used cognitive ability tests 
g. 82% of the respondents used multiple assessment methods 

Based on results indicated above, there is no unanimous way of assessing HIPO in a company, and how 
different assessment tools are used for either identification or development of HIPO. It is important to take 
into different factors into consideration when trying to identify, assess and develop HIPO. For example, 
company’s culture and values, organizational structure and hierarchy, industrial practices, and global 
economic and business environment. 

3) Key Takeaways 
A multiple-method approach should be used to assess HIPO as supported by decades of scientific study, 
in particular, the good measurement theory holds that to measure any construct reliably, one should take 
a multiple-method approach12. In addition, there is no single test or assessment that is perfect, but 
measurement precision is enhanced when multiple tests or methods point to the same conclusion. 
Therefore, the most effective means to execute a multi-method assessment approach is through utilization 
of assessment centers6. However, this approach can be costly and time-consuming as it is required to 
capture long term traits and tracking an employee’s performance over a certain period of time. 



 
 

 

 
 

      
  

 
   

  
 

 
   

  
 

 
      

 

            
    

   
 

 
       

 
 

      
 

     
  

 
 

   
 

 
   

    
 
         

  
  

 
     

   
 
    

    
 

 
   

    
 

       
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Alice Ying Nga LUO 
Nicholas SALEH 

References 

1) Aguinis, H. and O’Boyle, E. (2014). Star Performers in Twenty-First Century Organizations. Personnel 
Psychology, 67 313-350. 

2) Ahmetoglu, G., Akhtar, R., Chamorro-Premuzic, T., and Leutner, F. (2014). The Relationship Between 
the Entrepreneurial Personality and the Big Five Personality Traits. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 63, 58-63 

3) Adler, S., Chamorro-Premuzic, T. and Kaiser, R. (2017). What Science Says About Identifying High-
Potential Employees. Harvard Business Review. 
https://hbr.org/2017/10/what-science-says-about-identifying-high-potential-employees 

4) Brook, J. (2014). Boost the Nine-Box Talent Grid. Training Journal, September 2014, 5–8. 

5) Church, A. H. and Rotolo, C. T. (2013). How Are Top Companies Assessing Their High-Potentials and 
Senior Executives? A Talent Management Benchmark Study. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice 
and Research, 65, 3, 199-223. 
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/cpb-a0034381.pdf 

6) Deloitte. (2007). Using Assessment Centers to Identify and Develop Top Talent. Deloitte Perspectives. 
https://www.assessmentcenters.org/Assessmentcenters/media/2008/IC2008_Ritson.pdf 

7) Handfield-Jones, M. (2001). The War for Talent. Harvard Business Review Press 

8) Hogan Hogan Assessment Systems Inc. (2016). High Potential Talent: Core Competencies for Emerging 
Leadership. Performance Programs, Inc. 
https://www.performanceprograms.com/self-assessments/leadership-effectiveness/high-potential-talent/ 

9) Hunter, J. E. (1986). Cognitive Ability, Cognitive Aptitudes, Job Knowledge, and Job Performance. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 29, (3), 340-362. 

10) Huselid, M. (1995). The Impact of Human Resource Management Practices on Turnover, Productivity, 
and Corporate Financial Performance. Academy of Management Journal, (38) 3, 635-872 

11) Morath, E. and Torry, H. (2018). U.S. Unemployment Rate Falls to Lowest Level Since 1969. Wall Street 
Journal 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-unemployment-rate-falls-to-lowest-level-since-1969-1538742766 

12) Nunnally, J.C. (1978). Psychometric Theory. (2nd ed.) New York, NY: McGraw-Hill; Allen, M.J., Yen, W. 
M. (2002). Introduction to Measurement Theory. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press. 

13) Nyberg, M., Sherry, M. and Thatcher, A. (2015). Stargazing: An Integrative Conceptual Review, 
Theoretical Reconciliation, and Extension for Star Employee Research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
100(3), 623-640. 

14) Reynolds, D.H. and Scott, J.C. (eds) (2010). The Handbook of Workplace Assessment: Evidence-Based 
Practices for Selecting and Developing Organizational Talent. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

15) Society of Human Resource Management. (2018). Succession Planning: What is a 9-box grid? 

https://hbr.org/2017/10/what-science-says-about-identifying-high-potential-employees
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/cpb-a0034381.pdf
https://www.assessmentcenters.org/Assessmentcenters/media/2008/IC2008_Ritson.pdf
https://www.performanceprograms.com/self-assessments/leadership-effectiveness/high-potential-talent/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-unemployment-rate-falls-to-lowest-level-since-1969-1538742766
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-unemployment-rate-falls-to-lowest-level-since-1969-1538742766
https://www.performanceprograms.com/self-assessments/leadership-effectiveness/high-potential-talent
https://www.assessmentcenters.org/Assessmentcenters/media/2008/IC2008_Ritson.pdf
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/cpb-a0034381.pdf
https://hbr.org/2017/10/what-science-says-about-identifying-high-potential-employees


 
 

 
 

 
 

 
    

 

Alice Ying Nga LUO 
Nicholas SALEH 

Appendix 

Exhibit 1 

Society of Human Resource Management. (2018). Succession Planning: What is a 9-box grid? 
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