
At first glance, identifying certain employees as 
high-potentials (HiPos) and providing them with 
tailored developmental opportunities seems like a 
straightforward process that could only generate 
positive outcomes. In practice, many organizations 
have found that nothing could be further from the truth. 
Despite the best of intentions, many HiPo programs fail 
to reach their own full potential.

Why is this the case? In our experience, it is because 
organizations often fail to consider several key questions:

●● What makes our mission-critical jobs truly unique?

●● How do we go beyond identifying 
current top performers and find people 
who can excel at the next level?

●● What are the optimal growth-enhancing 
experiences, developmental tools, and 
feedback interventions for our HiPos? 

●● How do we design, implement, and 
evaluate the HiPo program in a way that 
reflects our culture and workforce?

These questions all boil down to a common concern 
for decision makers—how can we develop a HiPo 
program that works best for us? Time and time again, 
our custom approach to assessment development, 
performance management, and expert consultation 
has helped our clients find the answer.

Custom HiPo Assessment
The foundational question when building a top-notch 
HiPo program is: “Potential for what?” The answer 
lies in knowing what makes leadership unique in a 
given firm, industry, or context. In the more than 65 
years we have been in business, we have clarified 
the performance requirements associated with a 
wide range of executive jobs in both the public and 
private sectors, ranging from government leaders in 
the Senior Executive Service to Girl Scout CEOs and 
everything in between. We have also worked with 
the U.S. Secret Service to identify the performance 
requirements and competencies associated with five 
agency-wide leadership levels, which serve as the 
foundation for a customized Leadership Development 
System. This work has given us a clear appreciation for 
the local, contextualized nature of leadership. 

Because only a select group of employees are chosen 
to participate, all high potential programs involve 
segmentation—making the HiPo designation one of 
the most critical decisions an organization makes. In 
our view, the assessments used to inform this decision 
must reflect the unique nature of the organization’s 
leadership roles as well as its strategy and values. 

Recognizing the importance of high-touch 
assessments for evaluating HiPos, we have developed 
custom live assessment centers to identify candidates 
for the Social Security Administration’s (SSA) three-
tiered leadership development program. We recently 
built upon this work by creating a fully virtual, rich-
media simulation designed to identify HiPos for 
selection into SSA’s executive development program. 
We also created an online, interactive leadership 
assessment that a Fortune 500 insurance company 
uses to predict which applicants will succeed as 
franchise owners.

Along with helping organizations identify HiPos, we have 
built custom assessments that serve as developmental 
tools for individuals participating in HiPo programs. For 
a transportation industry client, we built an engaging 
online tool that simulates many challenges unique to that 
sector, such as balancing efficiency and safety, managing 
a wide set of diverse stakeholders, and working through 
public-private partnerships.

Identifying and 
Developing High-Potentials

The assessments used to 
inform decisions about 
HiPos must reflect the 
unique nature of the 
organization’s leadership 
roles as well as its 
strategy and values.



Visit HumRRO.org for 
additional information 
about all our services.

HumRRO was established in 1951 and is an independent, nonprofit corporation dedicated to the development and application 
of state-of-the-art scientific principles and technologies to solve the real-world challenges facing private and public sector 
organizations and educational institutions. Our professional staff is composed of psychologists with diverse expertise in: personnel 
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Our client base includes the military, government agencies, private industry, and professional associations. HumRRO is an industry 
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Support For HiPo Programs
HumRRO has also supported the operational 
administration of several of our clients’ HiPo 	
programs, including:

●● Providing individual 360-degree feedback 
facilitation to HiPos through the Office of Personnel 
Management’s Leadership 360 program.

●● Managing a pool of coaches working with HiPos 
participating in the Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence’s Executive Development Program.

●● Creating training modules to help supervisors 
provide HiPo employees with feedback 
and suggestions for development.  

Expert Consulting
Designing a top-notch HiPo program is not as simple as 
it seems. For example, we know that:

●● Identifying HiPo “stars” in a public way can trigger 
negative outcomes, including increased stress for the 
HiPos and decreased morale among other employees.

●● HiPos expect consistent developmental opportunities 
and differential treatment, and often react 
negatively when these expectations are not met.

For more information contact:

DAVID DORSEY, Ph.D.
Vice President, 
Business Development Division
phone: 703.706.5670
e-mail: ddorsey@humrro.org

HumRRO’s expert consultants can help organizations 
avoid these pitfalls by working with them to design 
a HiPo program that reflects their unique culture. 
Because we do not offer canned, pre-packaged 
solutions, we never have to force-fit what we offer to 
meet our clients’ needs. Our independent, objective 
perspective also places us in an excellent position to 
evaluate current HiPo programs and suggest ways 
they can be improved. For example, we conducted a 
thorough evaluation of the Department of Defense’s 
premier leadership development program for its civilian 
employees, including estimating ROI. 


