
IS YOUR TALENT THRIVING

OR SURVIVING?



Every year businesses spend a fortune on recruiting bright, brilliant 

people. They compete for them, create wonderful ad campaigns 

to attract them, and put them through a series of gruelling 

assessments. Once they’re in the bag, at best there’ll be a graduate 

programme that keeps them engaged and motivated for a couple 

of years. At worst, they get fed some technical skills to do the job 

in hand. But then what? What happens once they’ve been fully 

inducted into the company?

Ivy House wanted to understand more deeply the experience of these young 

people and sought out some of the UK’s most promising high potentials to ask 

them. To help forward-thinking HR, Talent and L&D people get under the skin of 

these prized individuals, Elke Edwards, Founder of Ivy House, explores here what 

makes them tick and what needs to be in place to help them thrive.

What you need to know

From our research we have honed in on exactly what you need to know:

•	 The 7 most common traits of a high potential

•	 Their 7 most prominent expectations of an organisation

•	 The 4 key strategies that you can implement to start maximising their 		

potential today

The time is now

What we are about to tell you is no big secret but it is powerful. Every business 

we know is trying to create some sort of change, from wholesale transformation 

projects through to leadership behavioural change initiatives. At the same time 

within every business there is a brilliant resource which, if you let them, would be 

completely engaged in creating a better future for your organisation. The time 

has come to really tap into your high potentials. By sharing the outputs of our 

research we hope to set you on the right path.

Who are Ivy House?

We are experts in leadership development and behavioural change and specialise in developing emerging talent. We 

are deeply skilled in delivering this kind of transformational learning in a way that creates lasting change.  We’re on 

a mission to change the world. How? By equipping talent with the leadership and life skills to become extraordinary. 

Developing the kind of leaders people actually want to follow and the pioneers who can lead us into a brighter future.  

Are the high potentials in your business thriving or surviving?
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1. Performance driven 

High potential people have a desire to perform and are practiced in doing so. 

They expect to complete any given task to a high standard and they generally 

have a well-developed methodology for achieving their goals. Having people 

who are used to delivering and who are prepared to pull out all the stops to get 

there is of obvious benefit to an organisation. 

However, this drive to perform will often have been developed alongside 

an ‘aggressive soloist’ attitude. If an organisation wants to build a culture of 

leadership excellence, it must counter this by actively developing the mindset 

and behaviour of collaboration and in many instances specifically highlight the 

need to move away from focusing primarily on individual performance. 

2. Capacity for learning

An ability to learn at speed and retain huge amounts of data can be especially 

useful in many roles. This capacity will have been developed in educational 

environments that prize academic and technical learning.  

Our research shows that while high potentials are keen to access deeper 

personal and professional learning, they have had little, if any, exposure to it. 

As a result the habits of self-reflection, understanding and taking ownership for 

personal impact, failing forward, and seeking and acting upon personal feedback 

all need to be developed (as early as possible) if they are to reach their full 

potential. 

3. Academic and technical bias

Young high potentials highly value their academic and technical skill, prioritising 

it over all other characteristics. Where technical precision is required this will 

ensure that high standards are maintained. However, as these individuals move 

into leadership positions, this bias will often push them to recruit in their own 

image, ignoring the opportunity to work with people who think and communicate 

in a different way.  The teams they go on to create can then lack people with 

different skills and ways of thinking that are necessary to making a team 

effective.  When people with those different skills do make it on to the team, they 

are often undervalued and somehow seen as ‘less than’.

At school and uni the 
main aim was to appear 
like you were on top of 
everything. It was the 
same at work, if not more 
so. During our graduate 
scheme it was obvious 
we were competing, so 
why on earth would I 
admit to messing up? I 
wouldn’t dream of saying 
that I wasn’t coping - 
they would just see me 
as weak. In the end, it 
was easier to just look 
for another job.  
 
Sarah, 26, Banking

The 7 most common traits of high potential 

people
While a number of traits of high potentials were identified, 7 
stood out above all others. We explore here exactly what these 
traits are and what they tell us about how to maximise the 
potential of these talented people.
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4. A need for variety

New projects, innovative ideas, pushing boundaries - a high potential will 

generally love to take on new challenges. They want to find new solutions and 

this can provide tremendous energy to an organisation. This need for variety 

requires regular feeding otherwise you will find that your bright talent gets bored 

and restless. The important thing is to find ways of doing this that works for both 

them and your organisation. 

5. Love of independence

These bright and determined individuals thrive on responsibility. They just need 

to know what the expectations are and be given the tools to do the job. The drive 

to be independent will push them to deliver but it is coupled with an ingrained 

fear of failure. This fear leads them to view asking for help as a weakness. 

Building in a clear, agreed mechanism for checking in and delivering feedback is 

essential both for the success of the project and the growth of the high potential. 

6. Desire for mastery

High potential people are prepared to put in the hours to become masters of 

their art. They value expertise and want to be seen as the go-to person. In its 

more extreme form this desire for mastery morphs into a drive to perfection, and 

they will not settle for anything less. As they develop as leaders they need to 

learn what point is ‘good’ enough for what the business needs. Often they also 

need to broaden their desire for mastery to a wider range of skills and expertise 

that will allow them to progress in an organisation.

7. Need for meaningful work 

High potentials are searching for meaning and they want to be working in 

organisations whose values and purpose align with theirs. When this happens, 

both sides will experience exponential growth. The challenge is that the 

majority of them are yet to uncover exactly what their purpose is. The resulting 

disconnect can be a significant point of discomfort and they might not 

understand what is at the root of it. Providing development opportunities that 

help them learn about themselves on this level will smooth their transition to 

finding work that fulfils them and in which they will excel.

I got straight A*s at GCSE, 4 A*s at A level, a first-class degree, played rugby at international 
standard and was recruited by a leading global consulting firm. They then put me in a room 
for three years and got me to churn data. I hardly ever got to even meet a client. Not only 
was I incredibly low but my confidence started to go. I realised I had to move before I lost my 
confidence completely.  
 
Harry, 24, Consulting
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1. Success

High potential people have a firmly established mindset 
of success. They believe that it is possible to succeed 
and this expectation will carry them forward a long 
way. Failure, on the other hand, can cause excessive 
distress. To make them stronger, more confident and 
more effective requires an organisational culture where 
failure  - failing fast and failing forward  - is accepted 
and welcomed.

2. Speed

The best young talent is in a hurry - they want to 
deliver, they want to progress and the sooner the 
better. But watch out because they will react strongly 
if they and their peers don’t progress at the rate 
that they feel they should. Managing motivation and 
expectations is key, as well as letting them know the 
value of spending time in different roles.

3. Being valued

High potentials want to be taken seriously. For them 
this means their voices being heard and senior people 
engaging with them. Most people we spoke to said 
they would never dare approach a senior person in 
the business unless there was a specific work-related 
reason. When asked why, the response almost always 
given was a belief that the senior person had no desire 
to speak with them.

4. A road map

Top performers want to know what progression is 
possible for them. They want the security of knowing 
what the rules of engagement are and expect fairness 
of opportunity. Once this is clear they will do what it 
takes to progress. 

Teachers, lecturers, bosses say it is ok to make mistakes but it is not true. The minute 
something goes wrong in the office the manager is on the war path to find out who messed up 
and you don’t want to be that person. So, there is a big difference between saying it and being 
it. If you actually want us to believe that failure is ok the way we are managed has to change.   

Connie, 23, Trainee Solicitor

The 7 most common expectations of high potentials
High potentials have high expectations of the organisations that they work with. Understanding 

what they are will allow you to create an environment where they truly thrive. 
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A high performer can deliver 
400% more productivity than 
the average performer.

What High Performers Want at Work, 
Karie Willyerd, November 18, 2014



5. Detailed feedback

Coming through an education system that gives a lot of 

individual attention and that is frequently supplemented 

with additional tutoring and coaching, our brightest 

young talent is used to receiving regular formative 

feedback that they can act upon to progress. Businesses 

and organisations that build on this habit of reflection 

and growth will see the progress of their young talent 

accelerate.

6. Advanced learning 

High potentials want to access the best learning. They 

have high expectations of their teachers and trainers and 

will go beyond the standard requirements of a course 

to read widely and connect with the content on many 

levels. When training doesn’t meet their expectations 

they quickly become disengaged and can become 

disruptive.

7. Individualised development 

One size fits all training will leave your high potentials 

feeling undervalued and disregarded. They expect to 

be seen as individuals and for their personal career 

plan to be recognised and taken into account. For 

them this means gaining access to development that 

has a direct impact on their future plans, attending 

the right conferences and being seconded to the right 

departments. 

We were put on this internal training programme for two days at a time when we all had so 
much work to do. The trainer showed up and it was clear within the first hour that she was 
pretty junior and had never done what she was training us to do. Most of us just got on with our 
work in the training room. Many people were ill on the second day.   

Sam, 27, Investment Banking 

Fewer than 30% of European companies feel 
confident about the quality and amount of 
talent in their pipelines.

How to Hang On to Your High Potentials, Claudio Fernández-Aráoz, Boris 
Groysberg, Nitin Nohria, October 2011
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1. Involve

High potential individuals are in demand. Many will have received numerous 

job offers and their decision to come and work for your organisation is a big 

investment on their part. Once they’re there, they need to feel a sense of being 

part of something and being valued. Here are two ways you can show them that 

that’s the case:

	 • Skip level meetings or, even better, skip a number of level meetings

Popular for a while, this highly effective strategy has fallen by the wayside in 

recent years. When it is implemented well it can have a massive impact. The 

key to success is only using senior people who have a genuine desire to engage 

with their junior counterparts. These meetings demand a high degree of trust 

and work best when informal. The value must also go both ways and the senior 

people must be prepared to share, mentor and teach as well as listen and learn. 

	 • Fully involve them in internal change projects

Breaking down ingrained hierarchical structures is not only a powerful sign 

of valuing people throughout the organisation, it is also the source of much 

needed creative thinking. For the benefit to be realised it is important that junior 

colleagues have an active, participatory role and are afforded due respect. 

They will tell you what is going on in your organisation, why certain plans won’t 

work and what is worth a try. It has long been documented that the only change 

programmes that work involve people at every level of the organisation who are 

emotionally invested in the outcome. Why are so many organisations so slow to catch 

on?

I can’t believe they let me do it. We were opening a New York office and I was selected as one 
of the four people that would move to start it. It was made clear from the start that if ever I was 
stuck I should ask for help and I was given a number of people I could go to. They never made 
me feel stupid so, having been a person that never asked for help, I started to trust that I could.  I 
changed almost overnight. Seriously, I joined the best company. 

Jack, 25, Communications Agency

Where to start?
Knowing the tremendous opportunities that high potentials 
represent, it might be tempting to sit down and start writing a plan 
for accelerated talent development. And that would be brilliant – it 
may also take you a year to get it written, signed off and the budget 
assigned. While we believe in plans we also believe in a policy of just 
getting started. We have identified 4 key strategies that, while they 
should be included in your plan, can also be put into action quickly, 
and will increase both the loyalty and engagement of your star 
performers.
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2. Stretch

Providing new challenges for high potential people is essential to maintain 

motivation and engagement. Sometimes the role will lend itself easily to this 

need for variety and newness but, if that is not the case, there are many ways 

it can be achieved. For example, offer directed reading on a broad range of 

subjects away from a specific technical role. Subjects such as communication, 

dialogue, purpose and cultural change transformation are all of interest. Setting 

the task to ‘teach back’ to the organisation what is learnt from the reading 

will further enhance both the stretch and the learning. Further ideas include 

encouraging them to attend networking events, sit on external panels, write and 

comment on blogs, and publish articles.

3. Right learning

What is the right learning for a high potential? It needs to be relevant, personal, 

high quality and transferrable. High potentials have an appetite for broad 

professional and personal learning and value the organisations that offer it. 

When assessing the quality of the training provision it is also important to look 

at the structure of the learning. High potentials are evidence seekers so firstly 

need to understand why something makes a difference. Once they have this 

however, they need to be moved out of the academic and technical and into 

the behavioural. They are safe in theory but learning happens when they ‘do’ 

something and then repeat it enough times to make it a habit. Ensuring that the 

learning has a built-in structure for embedding will be essential.

4. Be human 

So many of the high potentials in our research talked of being seen as resources. 

They also talked about not being fully part of the organisation until they had 

been there a number of years. Most of all, they talked about being grouped 

together as millennials and not being seen for who they really were. Often 

hardworking, they are scared for the future, lack job security, carry significant 

debt and deal with leaders that display far from exemplary leadership skills.  

If we want our high potentials to thrive we need to start caring for them. This 

means eradicating the ‘sink or swim’ leadership habit that has fed the notion that 

it is ok for people to regularly work through the night, embedded a fear of failure 

and bred a culture where the boss’s moods are a source of stress and anxiety. 

Apart from being the kind of archaic leadership behaviour that got us into some 

of the biggest leadership crises we’ve ever seen, it makes no business sense. 

Train people well enough so they can leave, treat them well enough so they don’t have to. 

Richard Branson
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A mere 24%  
(of senior executives) 
have confidence in the 
rising leaders at their 
firms.

Turning Potential into Success: 
The Missing Link in Leadership 
Development by Claudio Fernández-
Aráoz, Andrew Roscoe, Kentaro 
Aramaki, November 2017

24%
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In summary 

There is an incredible opportunity here to marshal the enormous 

potential of your young talent. This of course will mean that you 

are preparing them to be better leaders in the future but it also 

means that you will experience the energy of change that so 

many of our organisations need. But to get to it, you need to do 

things differently. And yes, you may well be working with a group 

of senior leaders who are so ingrained in their leadership ways 

that it is difficult to create change. But here is the truth: some of 

the best things are difficult. 

Our top tip….find a small group of senior people in your organisation who believe 

what you believe and want to enable your talent to thrive. More than that, they 

want to enable them to be exceptional future leaders. And, once you’ve found 

them, just start – one skip level meeting, one high potential at a strategic 

meeting, one lunch time teach back session. You will be amazed how quickly 

things start to shift and how quickly the word gets around.

Elke Edwards 

Founder of Ivy House


