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That is where succession planning tools like the 9-box grid can prove 

useful for HR and people leaders.

The 9-box grid is a popular tool for talent and performance 

management that helps organisations create efficient succession plans. 

HR and leaders understand how tricky it can be to 

define a person’s performance. How can you rate an 

employee’s potential to grow, or recognise the 

leadership qualities that make them suited to 

succession roles? 

Using The 9-Box Grid 

As an organisation, how can you set a benchmark 

that lets you compare all employees objectively and 

with a degree of fairness? 
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9-Box Grid 

Highly competent in current role

Exceeds or far exceeds performance 
expectations

Trusted to lead complex initiatives with 
broad responsibility

Potential promotion to senior 
leadership

Meets Expectations

Highly competent in current role

Exceeds or far exceeds performance 
expectations

Capable of managing complex initiatives 
and increasing responsibilities

Promotion with one year

Highly competent in current role

Role model in current position

Meets or exceeds performance 
expectations consistently

Promotion in one to two years
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Reliable in current role

Meets performance expectations

Trusted to manage important initiatives 
or increasing responsibilities

Lacks competence in role

Inconsistent performance in relation to 
potential exhibited

Has exhibited inconsistent and/or poor 
attitude

Improved performance is necessary 
before advancement expected

Very competent in current role

Meets or exceeds performance 
expectations

Potential to manage complex initiatives 
and increased responsibilities

Competent in current role

Meets performance expectations

Steady performer within current level of 
responsibility

Needs more experience and training in 
role to fully assess potential

Lacks competence in current role

Does not meet performance 
expectations

Has exhibited inconsistent and/or poor 
attitude

Improved performance is necessary 
before advancement expected

Too early to assess competence in 
role

Anticipate successful results once 
person matures in role



A 9-box succession grid gives you the ability to 

visualise your  organisation’s talent and bench 

strength.   It not only facilitates career discussions but 

allows for a greater focus on development efforts.

How to use the 9-Box Grid

The model is simple, visual and effective in helping senior leaders by:

• Developing people for senior or complex leadership roles

• Identifying employees who need further development

• Pinpointing gaps where external recruitment is needed

• Classifying the critical talent and roles within a workforce



Imagine you have a person who is both a high 

performer and has high potential. They will be ranked in 

the top right-hand corner. Moving to the middle of the 

grid is reserved for moderate performers with moderate 

potential. Conversely, the bottom of the grid represents 

employees who demonstrate lower performance and 

lower potential.

How the 9-box Grid Works:

In most cases, a set of leadership qualities are rated alongside an 

employee’s performance and potential, to ensure that employees are 

measured consistently and fairly, rather than contrasting the competencies 

for the different roles many employees may be in.



The 9-box grid is best used as a 

collaborative exercise where people 

leaders and leadership teams come 

together to position each team 

member on the grid. Once completed, 

the 9-box grid helps you plan the

Using the Tool to Collaborate

progression of each team member to map out your 

organisation’s future leadership positions.



1.    Prepare early

As with everything related to performance, it’s a good idea to 

start planning early. This involves preparing your leadership 

team for the 9-box planning session. That way, you can ensure 

it’s not going to waste anyone’s valuable time.

How do you prepare your management team? 

Talk them through the process in advance, give them plenty of 

time to understand what’s involved and let them gather their 

thoughts before the session. Some organisations find it 

beneficial to engage a facilitator who can help coordinate 

everyone and ensure they’re prepared prior to the session.

Ways to Use



2.    Set Criteria

While it might be easy to pick the ‘good’ and ‘not so good’ performers, 

the leadership team may struggle to place people in the other 

categories. That’s why it’s important to set the criteria for each box and 

agree on the standards employees should meet.  See the grid on slide 3

Potential is particularly tough to grade, since it’s predicting future 

performance. It’s best to provide a definition so everyone is on the same 

page. In short, it refers to the ‘promotability’ of an employee to a 

leadership role.

It’s also a good idea to have concrete criteria to grade your employees 

on. This will differ between organisations but could take the form of 

certain attributes or assessments that help you evaluate people.

Ways to Use



4.    Analyse Results

Once your leadership team has calibrated and positioned 
people in the 9-box grid, it’s time to evaluate the results. 
It doesn’t hurt to take a step back and do another sweep 
to ensure you’ve placed people according to their 
performance and potential. This is the time to have 
healthy debates about placement. This gives the 
leadership team the chance to advocate for their people

Ways to Use

3.    Ask Questions

It’s important for the leadership team to ask questions and 

remain objective throughout the 9-box rating process. The 

ratings must also be unbiased, and objective to ensure 

consistent, meaningful outcomes. Here’s where HR can play a 

role by setting guidelines for this process



5.   Schedule Catch Ups

Leadership teams shouldn’t be limited to have 

one meeting per year. See it as an opportunity 

to schedule regular catch ups with the 

leadership team to discuss any changes –

especially if your organisation has experienced 

significant changes in staffing levels.

Ways to Use

Now that we’ve set the foundations for successfully using the 

9-box tool, here are 15 reasons why it works:



Reasons It Works

It comes with an intuitive, fully interactive 9-box tool that allows teams to rate 

employees, attach comments to performance reviews and assign learning tasks to 

help people stay on top of their goals.

1.     Establishes Tomorrow’s Leaders

Using the 9-box grid helps you identify employees with high potential so that 

you can develop them into future leaders. It’s important to make people feel 

like you’re invested in their development as this also plays a crucial part in 

keeping them engaged at work.

The 9-box grid helps you determine which employees are ripe for promotion 

– typically those who are high performers and with high potential. Once 

you’ve identified these top performers, keep them engaged with challenges, 

rewards and recognition.



Reasons It Works

2.     Identifies Role Suitability

The 9-box grid can help you identify employees who are well-suited to their current 

responsibilities, those who may perform better in a different role, and those who may 

be unsuited to your organisation altogether.

For example, high performers who rate low-to-medium in potential are often perfectly 

suited to their current role and fulfilling their duties capably. If that’s the case, you 

may want to ensure they’re rewarded appropriately so you can retain them in their 

current roles.

The 9-box grid also allows you to identify team members whose roles and abilities are 

misaligned. For example, a high potential/low performance ranking could indicate that 

someone is not well suited to their role. 

This opens the floor to discuss other opportunities, starting with identifying what they 

are interested in and what roles might be of interest within the organisation.

Low potential and low performance could that mean people need close performance 

management monitoring and may be an unsuitable fit for your organisation.



Reasons It Works

4.    Sets Goals

Going into a performance review with a clear plan will allow 

your leadership team to set clear and consistent goals for 

your employees’ performance and potential.

3. Plans For Success

It’s not always easy to keep track of benchmarks and compare 

every employee to the same standard. It can also be hard to 

have all the information you need to properly assess employees

The 9-box grid gives you a framework to assess each employee 

to the same standard, while also encouraging open discussion 

among your management team. This is a great way to plan 

effective performance reviews.



Reasons It Works

5.     Tracks Performance

Using the 9-box grid allows you to spot trends in your employees’ performance 

(both positive and negative) – giving you the chance to make changes and 

adjust your management approach. That way, all employees have the best 

chance of improving their performance to reach their full potential.

6.    Encourages Communication

Unlocking the potential of the 9-box grid is important. If you’re 

meeting for a short period and just jotting down names, you won’t 

take advantage of the tool’s full potential. You will find it much more 

beneficial if you allow plenty of time for discussion about the top 

performers, potential leaders and talent gaps in your organisation. 

The 9-box grid is a fantastic facilitator for this. It opens up 

communication and allows you to find common ground on which to 

judge the performance of employees and plot their potential.



Reasons It Works

7.    Enables Collaboration

9-box succession planning also allows your management team to develop their 

teamwork and leadership skills. Everyone gets a chance to say their piece and 

they can each lead meaningful discussions. It’s a great way to bring the 

management team together and gives everyone the chance to collaborate.

8.    Supports People Leaders

The 9-box grid is designed to bring senior people leaders 

together to ultimately build a stronger organisation. 

As a collaborative exercise, the team is responsible for 

making decisions, listening to each other, and remaining 

supportive throughout the decision making process. This is 

particularly helpful if there are difficult conversations to 

communicate with people – senior leaders can lean on their 

peers for support and positive encouragement.



Own It

Reasons It Works

11. Facilitates Ownership

Identifying an employee where they’re placed on the grid gives them 

visibility and ownership of their position in the organisation. From 

there, an employee can engage in performance conversations with 

their manager and agree on future goals, challenges and 

development opportunities. It helps to set high performing 

employees weekly, monthly or annual challenges to keep them 

engaged and focused for the journey ahead.

9.    Promotes Transparency

The 9-box grid places everyone in a grid, which gives HR leaders complete clarity 

of where each employee is positioned against their peers within the organisation. 

10.  Empowers Development

If people understand where they rank on the grid, it gives them 

the opportunity to take control of their development. This 

might prompt them to adopt different methods for learning and 

development (L&D). 



Reasons It Works

14.  Retains Talent

It’s a well-known fact that people leave companies that don’t 

provide them with good development opportunities. If top 

performers know there is the potential to move into succession 

roles, they’re more likely to stay around.

12.  Saves Money

Eliminating external courses and program costs makes great 

sense for organisations looking to curb their spending. There 

are obvious cost saving benefits in using a 9-box grid. 

13.  Motivates People

The 9-box grid helps people visualise and understand where 

they sit in the organisation, which can be a source of 

motivation, particularly if a team member has the ambition and 

potential to move into a succession role within the organisation.



Reasons It Works

It’s also important to analyse how other people are tracking in the rest of your 

organisation. Are they remaining stagnant in the same position on the grid year after 

year, and holding your organisation back?  Having visibility of low and average 

performance can help identify Learning & Development gaps. 

Senior management can use this information to implement strategies to keep people 

engaged and motivated in their roles, especially if most people are clustered towards 

the middle and the bottom of the 9-box grid.

15.  Identifies Risks

Does your organisation foster a culture of high performers who 

have been in a role for too long? The 9-box succession tool 

helps identify high performers who are likely to jump ship if 

another opportunity comes along. “Identifying the right skills 

in the right place at the right time is the lever for growth”
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Performance Grid Template 

Meets Expectations
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INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HEREINSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE

INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE

INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE INSERT INDVIDIDUAL DETAIL HERE

PERFORMANCE



Questions? 


