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About the 9 Box Grid
The 9 Box Grid is one of the most widely used tools for talent calibration. It maps employees across two dimensions - current performance and future potential - to create a shared view of the talent landscape and to inform development, succession and retention decisions.
Performance reflects what an employee has achieved in their current role - based on evidence, objectives and observable behaviour. Potential reflects the capacity an individual has to grow beyond their current role - based on learning agility, leadership behaviours, ambition and adaptability.
The grid is most powerful when it is used as a starting point for honest conversation - not as a definitive judgement. Ratings should be calibrated across the leadership team to reduce individual bias, and they should be treated as dynamic - people can and do move across the grid over time.
This document is strictly confidential. Individual placements must not be shared with employees without a purposeful, carefully managed development conversation.
SECTION 01
Defining the Dimensions

▪ Performance - What Does Each Level Mean?
	LEVEL
	DEFINITION - ADAPT TO REFLECT YOUR ORGANISATION'S STANDARDS

	High
Performance
	Consistently exceeds objectives. Delivers high quality results reliably and often ahead of expectations. A positive role model for others. Manages relationships effectively and contributes beyond their immediate role.

	Moderate
Performance
	Meets most objectives. Delivers acceptable results consistently. Sometimes exceeds expectations. May have specific areas for development but is broadly performing at the required standard.

	Lower
Performance
	Below the required standard in one or more significant areas. May be new to the role, facing personal challenges, under-managed or in the wrong role. Performance should not be interpreted as permanent - context matters.


▪ Potential - What Does Each Level Mean?
	LEVEL
	DEFINITION - INDICATORS OF FUTURE POTENTIAL

	High
Potential
	Demonstrates strong learning agility - picks up new concepts quickly and applies them. Shows leadership behaviours beyond current level. Ambitious and motivated to grow. Adapts effectively to ambiguity and change. Able to operate comfortably at a level above their current role.

	Moderate
Potential
	Has capacity to grow and take on additional responsibilities within their current level or one level above. May develop further with the right support and opportunity. Learning pace is steady rather than exceptional.

	Lower
Potential
	May have reached their natural ceiling in terms of role scope or complexity. This is not a negative judgement - many highly valued employees are where they are best placed. Context, age and personal preference are all relevant factors.


 
Not Yet Seen - A Caution on Potential Ratings
A note on “Not Yet Seen” potential
Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Some employees - particularly those who are newer to the organisation, in roles with limited visibility, or who belong to groups that are historically under-represented in leadership - may not yet have had the opportunities to demonstrate their potential.
Before rating potential as “Lower”, ask: has this person genuinely had the opportunity to show what they are capable of? Have they been given stretch assignments, leadership exposure or cross-functional visibility? If not, the rating may reflect the organisation’s investment in them - not their capacity.
Consider using an “Insufficient evidence to assess” option alongside the standard three levels where this is relevant. It is more honest - and more useful - than a low rating based on limited observation.
SECTION 02
The 9 Box Grid

Place employee names or initials in the appropriate box. Be honest - and calibrate as a team to reduce individual bias. The grid is a tool for conversation, not a permanent verdict.
Calibrate together - do not complete the grid individually and compile results. The process of discussing and challenging each other's ratings is where the real value lies. It surfaces different observations, reduces bias and builds a shared understanding of your talent.

Calibration Challenge Questions - ask these before confirming any rating
The most valuable calibration conversations are those that push back on the first answer. Use these questions to test every placement before it is confirmed.
❔ What evidence supports this rating?
Name two or three specific, observable examples of behaviour or output that justify this placement. If you cannot name them, the rating is not yet evidence-based.
❔ What evidence challenges it?
Is there anything in this person’s recent history that sits in tension with this rating? Have there been inconsistencies, surprises or moments that point in a different direction?
❔ Could bias be influencing our judgement?
Consider: recency bias (weighting recent events too heavily); affinity bias (rating people who remind us of ourselves more highly); visibility bias (rating more visible individuals higher than quieter contributors who deliver just as much). Who is advocating for this person in the room?
 
	
	Lower 
Performance
	Moderate
Performance
	High
Performance

	High
Potential
	Solid Professional
High performance, lower potential. Reliable, expert, often a quiet backbone of the team. Value and retain.
[Names / initials]
	High Impact Performer
High performance, moderate potential. Exceptional in role - may not want or need to move upward. Retain and recognise.
[Names / initials]
	Consistent Star
High performance, high potential. Your most critical talent. Invest heavily, stretch, retain at all costs.
[Names / initials]

	Moderate
Potential
	Dilemma
Moderate performance, lower potential. May have peaked in role or be under-supported. Explore causes before acting.
[Names / initials]
	Core Contributor
Moderate performance, moderate potential. The steady centre of most teams. Develop and engage.
[Names / initials]
	Emerging Leader
Moderate performance, high potential. May be in role too long or under-challenged. Invest and develop.
[Names / initials]

	Lower
Potential
	Action Required
Lower performance, lower potential. May be in wrong role. Honest conversation needed - consider redeployment or performance management.
[Names / initials]
	Under-Performer to Develop
Lower performance, moderate potential. Needs active management, clear expectations and genuine support.
[Names / initials]
	Rough Diamond
Lower performance, high potential. New to role, over-stretched, or under-supported. Prioritise coaching and development.
[Names / initials]





SECTION 03
Talent Distribution Analysis

After completing the grid, reflect on the overall distribution. An honest picture of your talent distribution is more valuable than a flattering one.
What does the distribution tell you about the overall health of your talent pipeline?


Where are your biggest concentrations - and what are the implications?


Are there any individuals whose placement prompted significant debate? Why - and what does that tell you?


Which individuals are most at flight risk - and what is the plan to retain them?


▪ Section 3A - Retention Risk Assessment
Many organisations identify talent but fail to systematically assess flight risk. Use this table to record your assessment of retention risk for your most critical people. A retention risk is not just about salary - it includes career development, engagement, relationships, workload and sense of purpose.
	INDIVIDUAL 
(NAME / ROLE)
	RETENTION 
RISK
	LIKELY 
RISK FACTOR(S)
	PLANNED RETENTION ACTION / OWNER

	 
	☐ High
☐ Medium
☐ Low
	 
	 

	 
	☐ High
☐ Medium
☐ Low
	 
	 

	 
	☐ High
☐ Medium
☐ Low
	 
	 

	 
	☐ High
☐ Medium
☐ Low
	 
	 

	 
	☐ High
☐ Medium
☐ Low
	 
	 


 
Retention risk conversations should happen before people have one foot out of the door. For each High or Medium risk individual, agree a specific action and owner before this review session closes. Revisit at the next quarterly review.
SECTION 04
Action Planning by Talent Segment

	TALENT 
SEGMENT
	AGREED ACTIONS - 
INDIVIDUALS, TIMELINES, OWNERS

	 Consistent Stars - retain and stretch
	 

	 Emerging Leaders - accelerate development
	 

	 High Impact Performers - recognise and retain
	 

	 Core Contributors - engage and develop
	 

	 Rough Diamonds - coach and support
	 

	 Under-Performers to Develop - manage and support
	 

	 Action Required - honest conversation needed
	 


▪ Succession Readiness Assessment - Consistent Stars & Emerging Leaders
For individuals placed in the Consistent Star or Emerging Leader segments, assess their readiness for a more senior or broader role. This directly informs succession planning and targeted development investment.
	INDIVIDUAL
(NAME / ROLE / SEGMENT)
	READY
NOW
	READY
1-2 YEARS
	READY
3-5 YEARS
	KEY DEVELOPMENT
NEED TO CLOSE THE GAP

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 

	 
	☐	☐	☐	 


 
The 9 Box Grid must never be used as a substitute for a fair and documented performance management process. Ratings should be based on observed, documented evidence - not assumptions, personal impressions or hearsay. Any individual whose placement reflects a performance concern should be supported through the appropriate HR process.

For talent review facilitation, 9 Box calibration sessions or succession planning support - contact White Cube Consulting at hello@whitecubeconsulting.com or call 01224 531524.
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