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Developing High Potential People - overview 

Every organisat ion needs skilled leaders, prepared, confident and able to 

support delivery and growth for their organisat ion.  It  makes sense to develop 

future leaders and create a pool of talented individuals who can take on 

leadership roles – for these key reasons: 

 The quality is better – especially at higher levels 

 I t ’s cheaper to recruit  from within, than bring people in and wait for them 

to get up to speed 

 I t ’s a good retention tool – people value the investment 

 The competit ion will only get stronger for talented people 

The challenge is how to find and develop the next generation of leaders, in an 

affordable way, and without distracting people from the realit ies of delivering 

effectively in the day-to-day. 

The tradit ional development centre approach can be used, but increasing 

financial pressures mean that other, more flexible, options should also be 

considered. This paper out lines those options for your organisat ion to identify 

and develop your high potential people.   

We briefly explore the need to align leadership development to your 

organisat ional objectives, and the need to consider developing people to 

create an engaged culture right across the organisat ion. 

Finally, we set out a case study example to illustrate your options. 
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The top five options 

The options can be categorised into five key areas:- 

1. Assessments – personality and behavioural assessment tools 

2. Observation – group & individual exercises to assess leadership potential 

3. Coaching – Team, group and individual coaching 

4. Project work  -‘special’ or ‘st rategic’ projects 

5. Self-paced distance learning - Individual online learning 

In today’s digital age, it’s now possible truly to blend the selection and 

development methods into affordable programmes tailored to your 

organisat ion needs and objectives. 

I t ’s also easier to mix in-house and external suppliers to ensure the right mix of in-

house and cultural development, together with learning from the wider 

organisat ional development environment. 

All options should be considered in line with the strategic and business 

objectives of the organisat ion.  And with the leadership that’s needed to 

progress.  This perspective should be established at the outset of any project. 

One key way to measure actual progress is through employee engagement – 

not just the annual survey, but through the action plans that reflect  and address 

peoples’ concerns and needs. 
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Assessments 

Assessments can support construct ive development in two key ways: 

1. Self-assessments raise self-awareness – key to emotional intelligence 

2. Feedback from colleagues, peers and line manager – focused on recent, 

actual observed behaviours (see high-performance leadership 

behaviours, below), not opinions or perceptions. 

Personality and strengths profiling 

Individual strengths tools are great for discovering talents and they allow people 

to focus their development in a strength-based way.  For some people, the 

notion of ‘build on your strengths first  and then address your areas for 

development’ is new and can be ground breaking in terms of their progress. 

Using Individual and team personality tools supports people to see how they 

view the world, work in teams, and can pick development options. 

Career orientation tools help people to see what motivates them to work – at a 

fundamental level.  When their leaders and managers understand what 

motivates their people, it  also helps to inspire and develop them better. 

High performance behaviour (HPB) assessments 

Tools that focus on high performance and leadership behaviours (HPBs) help 

people to be clear about the delivery and leadership behavioural expectations 

the organisat ion has of them.  The 3 most commonly used tools are described 

here, ranked in increasing order of reliability. 

360 feedback tools are in common use. The individual rates themselves against 

the behaviours, as well as asking their boss, their peers, their direct reports and 

possibly their customers. Such quest ionnaires can give valuable information, but 

the quality of the design can vary.  Feedback is also variable, because it  

depends on the raters understanding of what ’s required. 

Situational Judgement tools are self-reported HPBs.  People read a scenario and 

then choose an option from a list  as to how they would address the challenge.  

This view on HPBs will reveal what the individual t hinks they should do in that 

situation, but may not be what they actually would do in a live situation. 
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Behavioural Event interviews – in this, a trained expert in the HPBs discusses 

situations the individual has taken in a leadership role and analyses the 

behaviours they displayed.  

Behavioural events can also be undertaken with colleagues or line managers in 

30 minute interviews to produce a 360 view. 

Assessments are tools to start the development path.  They should not be used in 

isolat ion and feedback and coaching support should be provided by people 

experienced in developing others. 
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Observation 

People are observed in their behaviours by experts – either through work 

shadowing or a range of exercises 

Work shadowing 

Here, an expert in the HPBs will shadow the leader for a day, observing the 

behaviours demonstrated. The day is st ructured to ensure the leader is observed 

in a wide range of tasks. 

HPB exercises 

HPB exercises are tradit ionally put together into a development centre over 1 or 

2 days. However, technology now allows these to be run virtually and remotely. 

Part icipants are put into a leadership role higher than their current one, in a 

simulat ion of an organisat ion that is similar to their exist ing environment, yet 

sufficient ly different for them to have to think about their response, rather than 

rely on exist ing knowledge.  They are assessed against a set of behaviours. 

Some are self-paced individual exercises or 1:1 conversat ions that  can easily be 

done outside a classroom environment .  For example:  

1. St rategy paper – individuals describe in a report what their st rategic 

approach would be to a problem set in the organisat ion 

2. In box – people imagine returning from a break and facing a handful of 

events that have arisen in their absence. They write their planned 

responses. 

3. One t o one interview – the observer puts themselves in the role of a 

subordinate and the part icipant leads a performance review based on a 

scenario we supply.  

Group discussion –part icipants are put into roles where they are senior managers 

all with equal status, set a challenge to solve for the organisat ion, to be 

proposed to the board. These can be run via a telephone or video 

conferencing system. 

Present ation – Prior to the group meeting, each part icipant has to come up with 

their solut ion to the challenge and present it  to their colleagues. This can also be 

done via a telephone or video conferencing system  
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Team, group and individual coaching 

Peer learning is shown to be powerful way for people to grow and develop 

together.  It s secret lies in a facilitated discussion that enables people to put 

their challenges out on the table, get to explore it  and see it  from different 

angles – the different perspectives people bring – and then get a pool of ideas 

and good practice. 

Act ion learning sets. Action learning supports either teams, or groups, to work 

through challenges and deliver more effectively. 

These can work via a telephone/video conferencing system.  

Discussions centre on how people on real life issues and how they are 

developing the HPBs they’ve identified in their personal development plans.  

 

One to one coaching 

Coaching is often perceived by high-potential people, especially those in new 

and stretching leadership posit ions, as the most effective development 

intervention. 

Coaching programmes can be run by conference call/Skype, or in-person 

within a development programme, or independent of it . 

Deliverables can be measured against personal, team and organisat ional 

objectives, with the coachee and line manager. 

After each block, or programme, it’s important to assess progress and determine 

future direction. 
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Project work 

Strategic project  

 The Board of the organisat ion set a challenge to the group. This is based 

on a genuine problem that requires a strategic solut ion that will benefit  

the organisat ion as a whole. The group work on this and create a 

presentation to the Bard.  

 An alternative is to seek ideas from the group who then have to present 

their ideas to the Board, to persuade them why the organisat ion would 

benefit  from their idea. 

These work best when there are facilitated touch points through the t imetable, 

led by a team or group coach.  This ensures that the group are not just using 

exist ing knowledge and behaviours to create an answer, as t here is a tendency 

when under pressure to revert to default  approaches. Facilitators bring out the 

learning about the HPBs and ensure better application of the HPBs in other 

situations. 

Develop the Virtual business scenario 

Instead of working through a real st rategic problem set by the organisat ion, 

continue with the same organisat ion created for the HPB behavioural exercises 

and build new events into the life of the ‘organisat ion’.   

This creates new challenges and the group works together and continues the 

learning through online, self-paced materials, moderated forum discussions and 

‘action learning’ teleconferences. 

These scenarios are ‘outside the day to day’ challenges and take them back to 

learning elements that have part icularly st imulated them. These events create 

‘glue’ – by linking their experiences in real life to Case Studies, the ‘virtual 

business’ and the Forum Discussions.  It  links the experient ial learning to practice. 
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Self-paced distance learning 

Individual online learning can be useful ways to prepare for, or reinforce, other 

learning. Topics might include leadership, coaching, communication, change 

and mentoring –for example - or specifically around a set of behaviours, with 

t ips and techniques for building each one. 

Self-paced online learning uses a mixture of video, audio and written 

information, combined with quizzes, assessment or assignments, which check 

the learning. 

It’s verifiable, and part icularly valuable for introducing new ideas, theories and 

tools, which learners can then apply in their workplace – or discuss at in-person 

workshop or during teleconference action learning set – for example. 
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Align leadership development to the organisational 

objectives 

Leaders are under greater pressure than ever to deliver more for less, to get 

more out of their teams and achieve at their full potential. The nature of work 

itself is t ransforming: 

 Change is faster-paced, unpredictable, volat ile and more far-reaching 

 There's more uncertainty and ambiguity 

 Complexity has increased dramatically 

We need people to set organisat ion direction, motivate the team to deliver, 

and develop future leaders.  

Leaders who step up to the leadership challenge will have powerful, posit ive 

and long-last ing impacts.  People who -  

•    Engage with the learning 

•    Think and act different ly as a result  

•    Build new habits – with their colleagues and teams 

•    Create workplace learning environments 

The Leadership development challenge 

The biggest challenge is gett ing the leadership development your organisat ion 

needs.  Not an imitat ion of what it’s already got , or a model more relevant in 

other contexts.  An organisat ion’s leadership model needs to be one that -  

 Meets the organisat ion’s objectives 

 Taps into the talent of the whole organisat ion 

 Identifies and ut ilises the people with the highest leadership potential 

This means shaping internal surveys and interviews to tap into the exist ing 

experience of your top leadership team, then applying a wider understanding 

from the external environment. 

This combination of internal and external perspective builds on what already 

works and stretches the organisat ion in the direction of its objectives and 

aspirat ions. 
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Develop people to create an engaged culture 

Leadership development isn’t  just  about creating the leaders of the future.  It’s 

also about engaging the whole team in achieving and delivering, successfully, 

today. 

Jack Welch, former General Electric CEO and business consultant, lists 

employee engagement as the number one measure of a company’s health  

People need their leaders to communicate more effectively and engage them 

in change.  We also know that people leave organisat ions because of poor 

management and leadership. 

This means that leaders at every level in the organisat ion need to understand 

that engagement isn’t a task just for the HR or communications teams, but a 

daily task for everyone responsible for supervising, managing or directing people 

and teams. 

The evidence for engaged cultures shows that the impacts effect more than just 

the bottom line: 

 Safety 

 Delivery 

 Effectiveness 

 Reduced waste 

 Health and wellbeing 

“Companies in which 60 percent  (or more) of t he workforce is engaged have 

average five-year t otal returns to shareholders (TSR) of more t han 20 percent.  

That  compares t o companies where only 40 t o 60 percent  of t he employees are 

engaged, which have an average TSR of about  six percent”  

(Baumruk, Gorman, Jr., & Gorman, 2006: 24) 

So employee engagement surveys and action plans are important indicators of 

the quality of leadership inside an organisat ion and the impact of developing 

people with high-potential can also be felt  in these areas. 
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Case Study: Plan International 

Background and Cont ext  

Plan International was founded over 75 years ago and is one of the oldest and 

largest children's development organisat ions in the world.   It  works in over 50 

developing countries across Africa, Asia and the Americas.  It  promotes child 

rights and aims to lift  millions of children out of poverty. For example, in 2012, 

Plan worked with 84 million children in 90,131 communit ies. 

Talent  Development: the challenge 

The needs identified were -  

 Objectivity in talent management  

 Selection: the right people for the talent programme 

 Education: enable managers to understand what makes ‘good 

leadership’ 

 Diversity and Inclusivity: Plan operates in wide range of different cultures 

As well as deliver for the organisat ion, the objectives were to give staff - 

 An understanding of their st rengths 

 Ways to develop their leadership behaviours  

 Career direction and the skills to market themselves internally 

 Opportunit ies to apply for key national and international leadership roles 

Logist ically, the key challenge was to bring people together in key locations.   

Select ion 

Part icipants came from the talent pool of short and long-term potential 

successors to key posts within the organisat ion.  A ‘talent checklist ’ was created 

to ensure selection consistency. 

Delivery 

The Forton Group devised and managed a programme to support and deliver 

career development up to 100 Plan staff per year.   

Forton delivered this through an integrated High-Potential Development 

Programme: a blend of development centre and career workshops, supported 

by leadership and personality profiling (pre-event), action learning sets and 1-1 

coaching (post -event). 
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The programme was delivered in three phases: 

Preparation:  

 Forton’s Learning Management System (LMS) delivered self-paced online 

materials, including diagnost ic tools (career orientat ions, HPD 360)  

Emotional Intelligence and behavioural event materials 

In-person events: 

 3-day workshops for a total of 100 people 

 In 2013, four cit ies were chosen - Bangkok, Panama, Accra and Lusaka. In 

2014 London was the focal point. 

Application:  

 Facilitated action learning using online conference tools 

 1-1 Coaching, using ‘skype’ or similar 

 Strategic Project: an opportunity for real and genuine impact on the 

organizat ion in challenging t imes 

Impacts 

A number of the part icipants met the talent pool requirements and secured 

promotions and career moves following the successful 2013 round.  Plan 

immediately scheduled the 2014 international programme.  They also reported: 

 A better understanding of leadership in the organisat ion 

 Part icipants delivering successfully in challenging environments 

Achievements 

 Part icipants actively supported the group effort  to attend and there was 

amazing commitment from people, despite the pressures 

 Overcoming the challenges came naturally to many part icipants  

 There was a huge mutual respect for people sharing their experience, 

their learning and their ideas 

 “I am current ly deployed as part  of Plan’s Nepal Eart hquake response effort” 

“Children are able t o ret urn to school, now t hat Ebola has been cont ained.” 

 “Thank you for your email and t he brilliant  summary video on t he high 

performing behaviours. I look forward t o join t he next  session.”  
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About the Forton Group 

I f you want to grow your enterprise, then develop your leadership.   

Leadership development focuses on solutions and possibilities.   

 I t  challenges exist ing paradigms and supports people to develop new 

ones 

 I t ’s a catalyst for innovation 

 I t  supports future growth 

Development focuses on people, not their roles, job descriptions or objectives 

I t  explores personal and group responsibilit ies: to be accountable; to step up in 

t imes of need.  When and how to work together for mutual success 

 I t  emphasizes effectiveness, performance AND people 

 I t  identifies strengths and maximises peoples’ potential 

 I t  enriches team and organisat ional culture 

Leadership develops everyone’s emotional capacity 

The impact of posit ive development is felt  by the whole team.  It  expands 

courage and resilience. It  widens peoples’ influence, by helping them 

understand the wider, more complex, systems at work. 

I t ’s intellectually fulfilling and emotionally-sat isfying because it’s about the whole 

team – even when you develop one individual. 

We help you design and deliver t he leadership journey your organisat ion needs 

 Diagnost ic tools 

 Development centres 

 Coaching 

 Workshops 

 Online learning 

Cont act us 
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