
SOLVING THE 
HIGH POTENTIAL 
CHALLENGE

Part one:  
Finding tomorrow’s 
leaders, today
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91% of organizations that don’t currently have 
a high potential program believe that they 
would benefit from one.

Korn Ferry, 2019, Leadership Potential Survey

Only 11% of organizations that currently have 
a high potential program are very satisfied 
with its performance.

INTRODUCTION
Most organizations would love to boast a strong 
pipeline of future leaders, who’ve been carefully 
nurtured from within. Developing a strong leadership 
bench fed by a focus on high potentials is surely an 
essential priority for HR teams looking to future-proof 
their organization. Which is why the statistics on the 
opposite page stand out so much. 

Just over nine in 10 organizations without a high 
potential program think it’s an investment worth 
making. But almost nine in 10 organizations with  
such programs are disappointed in the  
value they deliver. 

There’s clearly something awry.

If you’re in the 89% who aren’t happy with their 
current high potential program, then it’s time 
to reconsider how you’re approaching things – 
and start making your investment pay.

And if you are starting on the journey to invest 
in a high potential program, read on to find out 
how to avoid some of the more common pitfalls. 

SOLVING THE HIGH  
POTENTIAL CHALLENGE
Solving the High-Potential Challenge has been 
created as a concise guide to getting programs 
right. There are three areas of focus:

1. Pinpointing the genuine high potentials 
in your organization.

2. Leveraging high potential through   
development programs. 

3.  Retaining high potentials within your organization.

Here in Part 1 we focus on confidently evaluating 
and identifying the high potential leaders within 
your organization. 
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IDENTIFYING HIGH 
POTENTIALS:  
THE BACKGROUND
This e-Book provides some guidance on 
pointers and pitfalls in finding people with 
genuine leadership potential. But before 
we look at the common challenges, as well 
as steps to avoid them, it’s important to 
understand organizations’ current attitudes 
and approaches to pinpointing potential. 

The issue with identifying potential
Hiring leaders from outside is often difficult, 
expensive, and comes with risks as well as 
benefits. So, it’s easy to understand why 
organizations are so keen to develop their 
own future leaders. Commercial success 
depends on it, especially in a competitive 
landscape that is evolving so fast. Leadership 
gaps mean missed goals and unrealized 
opportunities. High-quality leaders stand 
up in times of crisis and guide their teams 
through change.

But it’s obvious from our research findings 
that CEOs and boards lack confidence in 
their future leadership pipelines. So how 
big a problem is it? 
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WOULD LIKE TO 
PROMOTE MORE 

LEADERS FROM WITHIN 
THEIR ORGANIZATION 

50%

29%
ARE CONFIDENT THAT 
THEIR ORGANIZATION 

HAS THE LEADERS 
IT NEEDS FOR 
THE FUTURE

OF COMPANIES 
BELIEVE THEY HAVE 

A “READY NOW”  
TALENT PIPELINE

25%

Korn Ferry, 2019,  

Leadership Potential Survey

Korn Ferry, 2019,  

Leadership Potential Survey

Korn Ferry, 2016,  

Real World Leadership Study

Identifying high potentials is a priority 
There’s no doubt that organizations want 
to spot future talent that’s already in 
their ranks. But only 14% of organizations 
are confident the right people have 
been selected. 
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98%
of organizations say identifying high 
potentials is important for success  
Korn Ferry, 2019, Leadership Potential Survey

report more emphasis on their high 
potential program compared with 
five years ago  
Korn Ferry, 2019, Leadership Potential Survey

82%

feel very confident that the right 
people have been selected for 
their high potential program 
Korn Ferry, 2019, Leadership Potential Survey

14%Yet 
only



NOMINATION BY 
LINE MANAGER OR 

INTERNAL CHAMPION

38% 13%
SCIENCE-BASED 

OBJECTIVE 
ASSESSMENT

16%
OTHER 

28%
PERFORMANCE  
REVIEW DATA

5%
ANYONE CAN APPLY, 

AND INDIVIDUALS 
NOMINATE THEMSELVES

7

WHAT’S GOING WRONG?
Let’s take a look at how high potentials are most 
commonly selected.

From these recent survey results, the number one 
current method is nomination by a line manager or 
internal champion. Only 5% allow self-nominations.  
Just over a quarter use performance review data, while 
13% use a science-based objective assessment. Those 
in the “Other” category use a mix of options, including 
talent review matrices. 

Given that organizations are largely unsatisfied with 
their selections, there must be problems with some or 
all of these methods. At first glance, there is another 
interesting comparison to notice too: Only 14% percent 
of organizations are very satisfied with the talent 
they select, alongside only 13% using a science-based 
objective assessment. 

In the next section, let’s look at some of the challenges 
associated with the more widely used methods of 
selecting talent.

6



Yannick Pt. 1
After four years at X Corp, Yannick felt 
he was ready for the high potential 
program. Despite being shuffled around 
regularly, he knew he’d bet on himself 
every time. He believed he had stronger 
senior leadership qualities than peers in his 
function like Greg. He thought he’d get the 
nomination from his boss this time.

9

The story of Yannick, 
Adam, Greg, and Sidra
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Where identifying 
leadership potential 
goes wrong
Many organizations with high 
potential talent programs are 
focusing on the wrong people.  
So, casting an eye over the 
current methods, let’s look 
at the common challenges.
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The nomination problem
Manager nomination is the most common form of high-potential 
selection (likely in part because it is the easiest to implement). But 
given the negativity of research findings, it appears to be ineffective. 

If you believe the reviews on Glassdoor, it seems that favoritism 
and discrimination are still at play in some companies. However, this 
kind of outright bias is generally not widespread. The bigger issues 
are subjectivity and unconscious bias, alongside managers’ inability 
to judge between performance and potential.

Subjectivity and unconscious bias
Most people like to think they are a great judge of character 
and ability. But it is almost impossible for people who work 
together to judge each other in an objective way. There will 
always be an element of subjectivity involved in decision-making 
of this kind.

90-95% of people have some form 
of unconscious prejudice
Bearing out this subjectivity pitfall, according to a 
landmark 1998 research paper from a team of social 
psychologists at the Universities of Washington and 
Yale, 90-95% of people have some form of unconscious 
prejudice. The findings have been largely repeated by 
researchers since. On the flip side, most of us can’t help 
feeling positively about people we like or who have done 
things to our benefit. 

These kinds of bias come out most when managers  
have to make a choice judged on the attributes of two or 
more people. Many managers can’t help favoring people 
cut from the same cloth as them. It’s not just about what 
school someone went to or where they grew up. Liking the 
same films, sharing a yoga teacher, supporting the same 
football team, doing charity events together – little things 
like this create a positive unconscious bias. 

Equally, managers may view others negatively without 
realizing it. Perhaps it’s because of a regional accent.  
Or professing admiration for a politician the manager 
doesn’t like. Maybe a laugh the manager finds irritating. 
None of these things have anything to do with potential. 
But they could cloud a manager’s ability to judge it.

Ultimately, managers don’t want to admit to this kind 
of bias. But it affects most of us, if only just a very small 
amount. Even with unconscious bias awareness training,  
it is still hard to be fully objective.

Adam Pt. 1
Yannick’s manager, Adam, was genuinely 
impressed with his efforts. It was difficult 
for him to pick between Yannick and Greg 
for the high potential nomination. But Greg 
had deputized for him so impressively. He was 
a great guy. And something in Adam’s gut told 
him big things beckoned for Greg. 

Greg Pt. 1
Greg was an amazingly solid performer. 
Everyone liked him. He never let anyone down. 
And he’d progressed on a clear pathway up 
through roles in his team. His boss Adam used 
to love discussing operational detail with him 
over a post-work beer, before a chat about 
golf and Formula 1. 
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Greg Pt. 2
Fast forward three years. Greg is doing a brilliant 
job. But he’s kind of back doing his old job. 
The big promotion didn’t work out, and he’s 
been dropped from the high potential program. 
Outside the comfort zone of his own surroundings 
and specialization, his strengths weren’t so strong. 
Now “demoted,” he’s performing brilliantly again.

Adam Pt. 2
Adam’s glad to have Greg back on the team 
(in a different job title, but pretty much the 
same role). He’s still kicking himself over what 
went wrong. He felt so sure Greg’s track record 
and character were right. The performance 
review data backed him up. He sometimes 
checks on LinkedIn to see what Yannick 
is doing now. 

Performance vs potential 

 

Leaving bias to one side, another 
issue is a major contributor to poor 
decision making in high potential 
selection: the difference between 
performance and potential. 

It is natural for managers to evaluate 
their reports’ potential by reviewing 
in-role performance. But here’s the 
problem. Performance is a backward-
looking indicator, and not necessarily 
a good prediction of future potential.
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30%
Only 30% of high performers  
are also high potentials
The remaining 70% have what  
it takes to succeed now, but they  
lack at least one critical component 
necessary for future success.

Performance ≠ potential 

Performance is:

• Demonstrated by consistent delivery of results  
over time. 

• Performance is a reasonable prediction of  
success only in similar kinds of jobs, and then  
only if the person was primarily responsible  
for past successes. 

• A ‘high performer’ has a proven track 
record in their previous roles.  

Potential is:

• Career aspirations to grow a career.

• Demonstrated by superior performance under first-time 
or different conditions. 

• Demonstrated by the ability to respond quickly to 
diverse, intense, varied, and adverse assignments. 

The experience of Korn Ferry shows  
that managers consistently overrate the  
future potential of their high performers. 
Instead of being future stars, these strong 
performers have often found their level. 



Sidra Pt. 1
Back when Adam was deliberating over Yannick 
and Greg, there was another, overlooked possibility. 
Sidra had joined the business as an apprentice, 
had impressed on every rotation, and harbored big 
ambitions. But she had little self-confidence and let 
others claim credit for her achievements. And in any 
case, she was only 22 and a supervisor. She wasn’t 
even eligible for nomination. 

Not looking deep enough

17

OF ORGANIZATIONS SAY 
THEY ARE MISSING HIGH 

POTENTIAL LEADERS BY NOT 
LOOKING DEEP ENOUGH.

34%

Korn Ferry, 2019,  

Leadership Potential Survey
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ENTRY LEVEL/
GRADUATES

FIRST-LEVEL LEADERS

MID-LEVEL LEADERS

BUSINESS UNIT/ 
FUNCTIONAL LEADERS

SENIOR LEADERS

10%

18%

27%

25%

20%

What level in the organization 
does your high potential program 
apply to?Organizations are happy to admit it themselves. They are 

overlooking hidden talent by restricting their search for 
high potential to a narrow talent pool. 

Survey findings show that only 55% of businesses are 
considering mid-level leaders or below. Under 30% give 
eligibility to early-career talent and first-line managers. 

The logic goes that high potential candidates have to prove 
their performance in management roles. But as we saw in the 
previous section, performance is a poor predictor of potential.

Choosing from candidates only at a mid-to senior level 
is also limiting, as there tends to be less diversity in an 
organization the higher you go—judged by both traditional 
indicators and cognitive diversity. There are real benefits 
from democratizing opportunity, rather than picking from 
the usual subjects. 

The lesson for organizations is to try harder, do more and  
look deeper. And find ways to uncover and encourage  
talented people who currently shun the limelight and may  
not put themselves forward. 
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Only 5% of organizations currently use self-
nomination. For the rest, this is a huge missed 
opportunity. This way you gain access to wider, 
fresh pools of talent. It challenges the organization 
and empowers individuals.

Of course, it’s essential to promote your high 
potential scheme widely. This includes working with 
employee groups and actively encouraging people to 
apply. Some people from under-represented groups 
may require coaching or extra development—but it is 
worth the investment. 

The other danger is building in criteria that work to 
counter what you are trying to achieve. For example, 
performance ratings are a poor measure, as 
under-represented groups typically get lower 
performance ratings. Another no-no is asking the line 
manager to sign off on the application (which gives 
them the power of veto).

Self-nomination will also mean a higher volume of 
prospects to choose from. They can’t all be accepted, 
especially as many will considerably overestimate 
their own potential. Any self-nomination process 
should be scalable, consistent, and employee friendly. 
With the right assessment process built in, the issue 
of dealing with the numbers can be solved.

Ultimately, self-nomination overcomes the issues 
of bias and helps open up the funnel into the  
leadership pipeline.

How to get pinpointing right
We’ve looked at the weaknesses 
of nomination, performance metrics, 
and restricted targeting. Now, here 
are practical steps you can take 
to improve the identification and 
selection of high potentials. 

Yannick Pt. 2
When Yannick didn’t get the nomination, 
he called a headhunter. Two months  
later he started at his new firm.  
He self-nominated for the high potential 
program after six months, was promoted 
twice rapidly, and has been earmarked 
for a functional head role. Once in a while, 
he reflects on what might have been.
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Sidra Pt. 2
The day Yannick left X Corp, one of the senior 
female leaders set up a networking group for 
young women in the business. Meeting role 
models and getting inspiration from them 
changed Sidra’s whole outlook. Six months 
later, Sidra’s mentor lobbied the business 
to accept her early into the high potential 
program (on the proviso that she undertake 
a scientifically based assessment first). Now, 
she’s just accepted a new role as Adam’s boss. 

Assess for potential,  
not performance 

As an employee rises through positions of greater 
responsibility, their roles increase in challenge, breadth, 
and complexity. They have to step back from the detail 
and reallocate their focus to help others perform more 
effectively. They need to learn the value of leadership, 
not management. Making time for others, planning, 
coordinating, and coaching are imperative in their 
new responsibility. 

These leadership attributes do not simply spring into 
existence when a person is promoted into leadership; 
they manifest and grow over the course of a career. 
You can’t measure for those qualities now.

Instead, investigate what they could be at some point in 
the future, not what they are now. The starting point is 
to define the traits, drivers, and experiences that reflect 
leadership potential and are correlated with advancement 
in the leadership pipeline.

As an example, Korn Ferry’s high potential methodology 
measures the seven factors outlined on the following 
pages. This gives a far more accurate assessment than 
the performance data used by 28% of organizations.
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Drivers
Drivers are the preferences, values, 
and motivations that influence an 
individual’s career aspirations—
for example, collaboration, power, 
and challenge.

Derailment
Derailment measures scores on personality 
traits that highlight a likelihood to behave 
in a way that may be problematic in the 
future—for example, volatility, micro-
managing, and closed behaviors.

Experience
Experience describes the roles and 
assignments comprising an individual’s 
career history. Successful leaders have a 
foundation of experiences that enable the 
acquisition of new skills.

Leadership traits
Traits are personality characteristics 
that influence behavior—for example, 
persistence, tolerance of ambiguity, 
assertiveness and optimism.

Role preference
Role preference looks at the strength 
of preference for roles requiring 
versatility and achievement through 
others versus professional mastery 
and expertise.

Learning agility
Learning agility is the willingness and 
ability to learn from experience, and 
subsequently apply that learning to 
perform successfully under new or 
first-time conditions.

Capacity
Capacity is the individual’s aptitude for 
logic and reasoning.



Learning agility is a particularly 
significant element of leadership 
potential within the Korn Ferry model.

Situational self-awareness

Mental agility

People agility

Change agility

Results agility

Once a robust model is in place for your 
organization, your assessment process 
can be delivered easily through online 
testing. It’s fast, it’s fair, it’s cost-efficient.
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• Just 15% of the global workforce is highly agile.

• Individuals with high learning agility are promoted 
2× faster than those with low agility.

• Organizations with highly agile executives have 
25% higher profit margins than their peer group.



By introducing a scientific-based 
assessment into your high potential 
program, you can significantly 
increase your chances of selecting 
the right talent. Through enhancing 
the sophistication of that assessment, 
you can further increase the odds 
of high potentials delivering 
future success.
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The challenges of tomorrow
The high potential talent of today will face a different 
business landscape once they are ready for senior 
leadership. Digital is changing the way we work—and 
even work itself. Competition is moving with speed in an 
increasingly globalized world. Businesses have intense 
growth and margin expectations, despite regulatory 
and market uncertainty. Today’s leaders will need to  
evolve to thrive in the next decade.

Defining the leaders of tomorrow
You can’t predict the future. But you can predict which 
leadership qualities will be valuable in the future. By defining 
a set of leadership requirements focused on tomorrow rather 
than today, you can take high potential assessment to a new 
level. Your organization can future-proof its talent pipeline.

Future leadership traits

Leading in the digital environment
The ability to successfully navigate disruption, 
complexity, and continuous change.

Self-disruptive leadership
Fast, clear decision-making, energizing 
people and exchanging ideas.

Learning agility in a VUCA world
Being energized by tough challenges 
in an ever-changing (volatile, uncertain, 
complex, ambiguous) environment.

One step further: 
Assessing for tomorrow
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Performance versus potential
Don’t rely only on performance-related data and evidence in assessments.

Do define the indicators of performance and potential in your organization 
—and clarify the difference. 

Do train and advise line managers to understand the difference between 
performance and potential.

Do introduce scientific assessment that measures against leadership traits 
and potential.

Do define the leadership requirements of tomorrow—and assess against them.

Nominations
Don’t use a manager-nomination-only process for a high potential 
program. If you want to include nomination as part of the process, 
introduce a scientific, objective assessment to screen those nominations. 

Do train managers in avoiding unconscious bias, and ensure that they 
understand how it can affect their decisions on high potential nominations.

Do cast your net wider. Consider the option of a self-nomination process. 
Then ensure that you promote and support this process effectively.

Key takeaways
Organizations are firmly focused on identifying 
and selecting high potential talent. Yet their 
programs are failing to deliver. The key issues 
are the process for putting employees forward 
and the approach to assessing their potential. 
Here are the key dos and don’ts for changing 
or implementing your high potential program.
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Korn Ferry is a global organizational 
consulting firm. We work with organizations 
to design their organizational structures, 
roles, and responsibilities. We help them 
hire the right people and advise them on 
how to reward, develop, and motivate their 
workforce. And, we help professionals 
navigate and advance their careers.

Rethink your approach to high 
potential with a choice of Korn Ferry 
solutions, including:
1. Pinpoint potential: Assessments to 

confidently and accurately identify your 
high potential leaders.

2. Leverage potential: Development programs 
to transform potential into executive-ready.

3. Retain potential: Engagement and reward 
benchmarking tools to hold onto your 
high potentials.

Click here to find out more.

https://infokf.kornferry.com/REG-CON-2019-09-01-Contact-Form--PRO-GBL-P-Talent-BoFu_High-Po-Contact-Us.html?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=email&utm_term=eBook&utm_content=eBook&utm_campaign=19-10-Global-HIPO-eBookch1

