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Introduction
Josh Bersin recently said ‘the war for talent is over, and talent has won’. Those of us 
who have been around in the talent game for a while will probably remember 
the five year cycles that we used to experience, from an employee-centric 
market, to an employer-centric market, and back again. We got used to this, 
and comforted ourselves with assurances that things would get better again if 
we were simply patient. What goes around comes around, we would say. Then 
one day, the talent market seemed to switch to employee-centric where many 
skills were concerned, and not switch back. Since then, we have arguably been 
running after the car barking.

I guess we saw the signs – the rise of the portfolio career and an increase in the 
importance of personal career brand, a year-on-year reduction in the supply of 
certain skills, globalisation and expansion of demand, the retirement of baby-
boomer, the rapid evolution of information technology, and the beginnings of 
an economic recovery in many markets. Perhaps a cocktail that would always 
result in a shift in the power balance toward those with valuable skills, garnished 
with a slice of lime in the format of employers’ aspirations to push career 
management more into the hands of the individual at the same time.

So here we are in 2014, with research from Henley Business School HR Centre 
and other sources highlighting how talent shortages are now among the 
most common blockers of strategy, and that scarcity of key skills and lack of 
loyalty are increasing costs and decreasing effectiveness in many sectors and 
geographies. CEOs we have talked to describe these issues as topping the list 
of what they want HR to focus on; yet HR and business leaders talk of feeling 
almost subservient to the demands of a skilled workforce that knows what it is 
worth, knows what choices it has, and is not afraid to use them.

So what has HR been doing about this? Well, there has been a fervour of 
activity around strategic workforce planning (SWP), retention and engagement, 
employer value proposition (EVP), early talent attraction strategies and the 
like. This is having some impact for sure, but it feels more like triage than 
addressing the core issue, which to me, is that many HR approaches to talent 
management are based on what are now out-moded career assumptions 
and models, and need to be refreshed so as to reflect the modern reality 
– even if that feels scary. We seem instead to be chasing ever-more elusive 
certainty in an increasingly volatile, uncertain and complex world.

We seem to be in a knowing-doing gap. HR Conference after HR conference 
talks about the next generation of employee, the rise of the portfolio career, 
and the potential engagement ‘cliff’ which may lurk just under the surface of 
the economic recovery. We go to these events and tell each other how much 
we agree, and discuss the issues we are having; but when we return to our 
organisations the next day, we slip back into the warm, comfy ‘onesie’ of doing 
what we’ve always done – but trying a bit harder.

In this Point of View article, I want to talk about some of the contrasts between 
how talent is behaving and what it wants, how we in HR are reacting to this 
demand, and the gap which is emerging between the two. I want to suggest 
that this situation is resulting from a failure to re-examine the continuing 
appropriateness of our traditional career, policy, process, behavioural and 
mental models around talent. We need to stop trying to retrofit the complex 
questions of today and tomorrow, to the solutions of yesterday. Furthermore,  

‘many HR approaches to talent 
management are based on what 
are now out-moded career 
assumptions and models, and 
need to be refreshed so as to 
reflect the modern reality’

‘We go to events and tell each 
other how much we agree with 
the issues; but when we return 
to our organisations the next 
day, we slip back into doing 
what we’ve always done – but 
trying a bit harder.’
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I want to suggest that we are now at a point where we need to think about 
talent in the same way that our organisations think about the consumers of 
what we produce. The good news is that this knowledge generally exists within 
our organisations. The bad news is that it may not currently lie in HR.

The changing behaviours of talent
There has been a lot written about talent of late; and by ‘talent’ I mean the 
talent needed to deliver strategy. Much of this has focused on one or more  
of the following things:
1  Scarcity of talent in the external market

2  The challenge of retaining talent in an organisation

3  The rise of the portfolio career, and attitudes to talent

4  The growing role of technology, social media and networking in talent  
management

What seems to have had less air-time is the way in which factors such as 
those above combine with one another and the opportunity provided by an 
improvement in the economic context, and what this potentially means for  
our approach to talent in general.

I have just recently completed a piece of research for the Henley Centre for 
HR Excellence examining where we are with talent management now that we 
appear to be coming out of the worst of the financial crisis in many areas. This 
research reinforced others in agreeing that there is certainly a talent shortage in 
many areas. In fact, the HR Centre research showed that issues with getting hold 
of, or keeping, the right skills were fast becoming the greatest threat to strategy 
delivery. In developed markets, it is a shortage of specialist skills which appears 
to be the limiting factor, whilst in emerging markets it is an issue with quality 
and loyalty which is seen to be hurting organisations. I vividly recall a leader in 
one organisation saying that just their own business’ current need for chemical 
engineers exceeded the global availability of such skills.

Retention and engagement was also seen as a major focus in the research, 
with organisations being acutely aware that those with skills have never had 
more power, or choice. The view was that top talent knows what it is worth, 
and is becoming less afraid to flex its muscles to get what it wants – and 
willing to go somewhere else to get it if needs be. Add to this demographic 
and socio-economically driven changes in what motivates an individual, and 
the requirement to have different value propositions for different groups of 
employees becomes a reality which organisations must face into, whilst trying 
at the same time to manage cost and complexity.

But perhaps the most powerful and strongly-felt finding of this research  
(which is also echoed through other studies and organisations’ experience) was 
that changing attitudes to careers and the relationship between those with 
talent, and those trying to attract and retain it, is posing the most significant 
challenge. In the words of one senior leader ‘top talent is collecting scout badges’. 
The concept of the portfolio career is becoming by far the most dominant 
career model for those with the skills which we will rely on in the future. These 
people have a different psychological contract with an organisation. The 
concept of the one-company career seems dead in the water to all bar those 
poised to achieve it. Personal brand equity derived through the careful and 
deliberate assembly of a potent set of experiences and brands is the model now 
being widely used by those entering our organisations with the  

‘we are now at a point where we
 need to think about talent in 
the same way that our own 
organisations think about the 
consumers of what we 
produce.’

‘the most powerful and 
strongly-felt finding of this 
research was that changing 
attitudes to careers, and the 
relationship between those with 
talent and those trying to attract 
and retain it, is posing the most 
significant challenge.’
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skills we so badly need. The establishment of ‘Me Incorporated’ is a growing 
reality, with a sense of having skills to sell.

These people now talk, not of the career which they hope to have in an 
organisation, but of a mutual exchange of value – ‘I give you access to my skills 
until I have what I need, or until I don’t feel I am getting what I need; and then I’m off 
to procure another piece of my career/life jigsaw elsewhere. Why? Because I can!’

Add to this an enabling infrastructure of advancing technology, social and 
business networking, crowdsourcing, and instant information propagation; and 
we cement in the potential of our future talent to have us over a barrel. Skills 
can be searched for and dealt over a ‘social network stock exchange’, employer 
brand perceptions are instantly shared with hundreds and thousands of other 
potential employees, and the ways in which we can touch talent are multiplying 
exponentially.

So, what we have here is a powerful combination of different factors – an 
increase in demand for certain skills, allied to a shortage in supply, is creating 
a talent imperative for business. At the same time, talent entering the 
employment market, or already in it, is changing the way it thinks about careers 
and recognising that it is in a position of power and choice. Add to the mix the 
catalyst of a perceived economic recovery, and this talent has a major barrier to 
moving on removed. Lastly, accelerate and amplify the whole system through 
technology, and what we have here is a seismic shift in the talent model and 
culture.

This shift in how talent thinks about a career and a relationship with an 
employer is characterised by a number of elements, including:
• A clearer view of what they want, and how they want it
• A more complex and personal set of satisfaction criteria
• No obligation of loyalty and the choice to go somewhere else
• The power to negotiate
• A strong awareness of brand
•  The ability to communicate immediately and widely
•  A strong desire to get something tangible back from the start
•  A wider, more self-centric career perspective
•  A less subservient, more proactive and diligent attitude to employer  

relationships

In other words…they have become career consumers

Think about how you or I purchase things. We are discerning about what we 
want. The automotive sector is a great example of a situation where there is an 
unbelievable ability to tailor to individual consumer needs, with thousands of 
combinations of options available across thousands of models. We are brand-
conscious, but not afraid to switch our loyalties so long as the alternative 
meets our criteria. For example, if we have the means, we might happily switch 
between premium car brands; but be reticent to make the move to an economy 
brand. We might follow the deals, or be happy to shop around to get the best 
value we can for the same product. If we have a bad experience, we don’t think 
twice about moving our custom from one product or supplier to another; 
and we have the power to communicate this dissatisfaction immediately and 
powerfully to a huge audience. The internet allows us to do all of this sitting 
on a bus. We are unafraid to negotiate when it matters – often being confident 
enough to think that they need us more than we need them, and that we can 

‘These people now talk, not of 
the career which they hope to 
have in an organisation, but of 
a mutual exchange of value’
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always go somewhere else. In many cases, the barriers to changing our mind 
have been reduced or removed altogether. We can change our car one year 
through the finance deal if we want, and we can switch banks in a week. 

In the talent market which is currently being absorbed into our organisations, 
you could apply all of the above scenarios without compromise. Top talent may 
only be planning to stay for a while, until it gets what it wants, or until it feels it 
won’t. I recently asked a group of a hundred or so recruiters what they felt was 
the shortest ‘reasonable’ time that a candidate could spend in an organisation 
before it triggered alarm bells – and they pretty unanimously said two years. 
The same group felt that six years was probably too long! Yet how many of those 
same organisations have talent and career models which have contradictory 
underlying assumptions, and rely upon or expect that talent will stay many 
years and build a long term career? Suddenly the phrase ‘successor in 3 to 5 years’ 
looks optimistic at best.

Talent increasingly knows what it’s worth, and sometimes even has an 
unrealistically inflated view of this. Employer review sites fulfil a similar function 
to price comparison sites. Talent may also have very specific needs in terms of 
working patterns, location, management style and other requirements, yet so 
often we run into policy walls. How frequently is the cry heard that candidates 
with sought-after skills are asking for remuneration which is outside of our pay 
bands, or looking to work in a different way? I’m not advocating saying yes to 
every demand from a candidate, but in those cases where we are faced with real 
dilemmas of this kind, do we lose to our competitors because we won’t bend 
the rules when we need to, and they will? A leader from the Oil & Gas sector 
revealed that ‘we deliberately pay certain graduates way above our competitors  
in the talent market, because we can, and we know they can’t’.

To what degree are we really trying to meet the needs of current and future 
employees, versus asking them to fit around ours? Obviously it has to be a 
mutual relationship, but scratch the surface of many of our employee offers and 
we see elements of intransigence and an out-dated view that the organisation 
is the master and the employee the servant. We see a very tentative approach 
to moving into their world in terms of technology – social media, Bring Your 
Own Device are still hugely under-leveraged. And if we believe our own data 
– that retention and attraction are issues, and that the future employee has 
more choice and a stronger awareness of brand and what’s in it for them; then 
shouldn’t we be pouring ten times the effort that we are into Employer Value 
Proposition (EVP)?

It feels in many organisations that, instead of recognising, accepting and 
adapting to these trends; we are trying to fight them instead, using tools 
designed for a model which will not exist in the future. Instead of recognising 
that we need to shift our approaches to talent in this fundamental way, we seem 
to be simply whipping the horse harder in the hope that it will run faster than a 
car. As a result, many of us feel that we are not making headway, or even falling 
behind. But should we really be surprised?

So what needs to happen?
In short, we in HR need to start thinking about talent in general, much more as 
we think about the consumers of our own organisation’s products and services; 
and challenge and evolve our people offer accordingly. This is perhaps especially 
true for the generation of employees currently entering our organisations, 
but the technology and demographic drivers are putting more power into 
everyone’s hands potentially.

‘Yet how many of those same 
organisations have talent and 
career models which have 
contradictory underlying 
assumptions, and rely upon or 
expect that talent will stay 
many years and build a long  
term career?’ 

‘if we believe our own data – that 
retention and attraction are 
issues, and that the future 
employee has more choice and a 
stronger awareness of brand and 
what’s in it for them; then 
shouldn’t we be pouring ten 
times the effort that we are into 
Employer Value Proposition?’

‘Instead of recognising that we 
need to shift our approaches 
to talent in this fundamental 
way, we seem to be simply 
whipping the horse harder in 
the hope that it will run faster 
than a car.’
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Here is the irony. We already know how to do this in our organisations, 
because we do it every day for the things which we make or sell. We segment 
our audience, understand their needs, develop propositions, turn these into 
products and services, and them market these under brands and via relevant 
channels to drive consumers to us rather than our competitors. We just 
don’t properly apply the same principles to the people we need to run our 
organisations.

We do some of these things, don’t get me wrong. We use employee opinion 
surveys to gain insights into the needs of existing employees, talk increasingly 
about ‘the deal’, have wellbeing initiatives and the like; but our underlying 
career models don’t really seem to be changing, and even these efforts are 
still predicated on a mass market customer model, not a consumer market 
of one. We don’t proactively think about our employees’ careers spanning a 
multitude of organisations for example, when we know that this is likely to be 
the case. Only a tiny majority of organisations talk to their people about career 
paths beyond their own structures, and how their organisation might fit, not 
just once, but maybe more times, in that journey. How many of our succession 
plans are not worth the paper they are written on because we are planning 
on timescales which may not match reality? In how many years will many of 
us be finding that we have lost control of talent communication channels to 
intermediators such as professional career networks? How many of us, right 
now, have strategies dependent upon the acquisition of skills which may not be 
delivered upon – for example, so many strategies are based upon ecommerce 
and digitalisation, yet some of the brands which we already see as ‘sexy’ in this 
space are already struggling to match skills demand and supply on this area.  
So why the heck would these guys want to come and work for us?

No, the time has come for HR to start applying more of a Marketing mind set 
to how it operates. It needs to recognise and fully engage with the notion that 
talent are consumers, and develop joined up strategies to address their needs, 
whilst ensuring that the organisation get what it needs at the same time. We 
need to move away from the ‘get what we give you’ model, and embrace the 
‘exchange of mutual value’ model.

As well as developing or borrowing skills such as data analytics, Strategic 
Workforce Planning (SWP), brand and proposition development, channel 
management and digital media; this will mean challenging some sacred cows  
in order to make some of the required changes to underlying career models  
and assumptions. 

•  We will need to start thinking about careers stretching beyond the boundaries 
of our own organisations, and even including other organisations in a broader 
view of career development planning. 

• We will need to consider how we drastically shorten the ROI on key roles, 
so that we are not left having expended more value than we have realised 
when talent moves on. This may mean using more of a ‘hit the ground running’ 
assignment mentality for some roles, maybe even with an element of deferred 
reward, rather than a ‘due process’ role-based approach. 

• We need to have a more proactive approach to key successors, and take a 
more realistic risk-based view of succession plans. 

‘the time has come for  HR to 
start applying more of a 
Marketing mind set to how it 
operates. It needs to recognise 
and fully engage with the notion 
that talent are consumers, and 
develop joined up strategies to 
address their needs, whilst 
ensuring that the organisation 
get what it needs at the same 
time. We need to move away 
from the ‘get what we give you’ 
model, and embrace the 
‘exchange of mutual value’ model.’
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• We need to be very clear about how we stitch together the different  
elements of our EVP, and then focus on ensuring that the reality of the experi-
ence matches the hype. This will require the different elements of HR to work 
more closely together than is sometimes the case currently, to deliver a value 
chain for people which stretches from first touch right through to alumni  
and retirees. 

• We need to think about the experience of everyone who touches our brand, 
not just those we agree to move forward with, but also those we reject, or 
who reject us.

• We will need to segment our current and future workforce, and manage their 
needs as a portfolio of solutions

• We will need to manage the dilemmas which all this will create – tailoring 
versus economy of scale, future employee generations versus current – and 
this will require a capability shift in its own right

• And maybe we even need to start challenging the notion of the organisation 
itself, from being a discrete unit with clear edges, to being a watering hole in  
a talent ecosystem of which it is no longer top of the food chain.

These are just a few examples of the kind of fundamental shifts in thinking 
which HR will need to come to grips with. This is enough of a challenge when 
thinking about future talent, and talent which is still working its way into our 
organisations. But we must not forget that, despite this, our workforce is going 
to get older before it gets younger; so we need to temper this future talent 
need with finding ways to meet the needs of those much more advanced in 
their careers, or in the final stages of their working lives. This multigenerational 
challenge poses the prospect of having to reconcile many dilemmas and 
contradictions within the workforce for many years to come. This alone will 
require a shift in both skills and mind set in HR. Our approach will need to 
recognise a plurality of stakeholder groups, and we will be forced to be ever 
more pragmatic and flexible in the design of our people solutions, and even  
our workplaces and management practices. 

Summary 

‘HR functions must pick their 
battles, and proactively and 
pragmatically align themselves 
to those elements of talent 
culture where the train has 
already left the station – or risk 
being second to those  who 
have.’

So, in summary, I am trying to paint a picture of an HR function which must 
move with the times and recognise clear trends in talent. A knowing-doing 
gap must then be addressed and some fundamental underlying assumptions 
reconsidered and potentially reconfigured. And this must all be done in 
a workforce environment which is becoming ever more segmented in its 
needs. To do this, I would argue that we in HR should leverage and build on 
consumer skills already existing on our organisations, start positioning talent 
as full-on career consumers, and begin treating it as such. If we do not, we 
risk excluding ourselves from their plans and aspirations, with a potentially 
catastrophic impact on business strategy. HR functions must pick their battles, 
and proactively and pragmatically align themselves to those elements of talent 
culture where the train has already left the station – or risk being second to 
those who have.

Nick Kemsley's full research paper 'Talent Management - where are we now?'will 
be published towards the end of 2014



Point of View

exec@henley.ac.uk
Tel +44 (0) 1491 418 767

www.henley.ac.uk

The Henley Centre for HR Excellence is a group of leading national and international organisations 
that share a common interest in achieving excellence in HR. It is led by highly experienced 
practitioners with outstanding records in taking a pragmatic, results-driven approach to 
organisational development. The Centre has been operating since 2005 and has built a strong 
reputation, both for thought leadership in the HR arena and for supporting the development of 
HR functions and individuals.
The Centre operates on a corporate membership basis and offers a wide range of activities. 
These include: applied research carried out twice a year, events on topics chosen by the Centre’s 
members, open programmes that focus on specific capability areas in more depth, bespoke 
customer solutions using practical and pragmatic ways to upskill HR teams and deliver change 
within organisations, and networking and community benefits.

The Henley Centre for HR Excellence

In addition to HR teams, Nick also works with multi-functional boards and senior leadership teams 
on the subject of organisational capability and risk, strategy development and business operating 
models – and has particular expertise in balancing centralisation versus localisation requirements in 
organisations.
Nick has worked with a range of organisations, including Bank of China, RBS, the NHS, Mencap, 
GlaxoSmithKline, Aviva, Saudi Telecom, B&Q, Sanofi, KPMG, Oxfam and Siemens, to name but 
a few. The Henley Centre for HR Excellence also has a number of globally-renowned member 
organisations including Mercedes-Benz, AugustaWestland, Danone, Amey and Oxford Instruments.
Nick’s earlier roles include Group VP Organisation Effectiveness for Travelport, Director of Talent 
& Capability at Prudential UK & Europe, Global OD Director and HRD Central Functions for Linde 
Group, and an eight-year period at Mars, including five years in European OD and management 
development. During his HR career, Nick has performed both specialist and generalist roles, and 
worked with a number of very different organisational cultures and approaches.
Although Nick is known for his work in HR, the first half of his career was spent in wider business, 
which gives him a broad understanding to underpin his OD work. An engineer by training, 
Nick spent the first years of his career in project and business management for highly regarded 
businesses such as GE, GEC-Alsthom and Rolls-Royce Aerospace, and has spent considerable time 
working on supply chain, manufacturing and sales & marketing issues.

Professor Nick Kemsley

Nick joined the Henley Centre for HR Excellence as Co-Director in November 2010, and was awarded a 
Visiting Professorship in 2014. Nick is an experienced, senior HR leader, now working with boards and
 HR functions all over the world on aligning organisation to strategy and increasing HR functional and 
individual effectiveness in the context of the new economic landscape. He has followed a successful 
corporate career to Global Group Vice-President level across six industry sectors, and has set up and 
led strategic HR functions in world-renowned businesses. 
In performing these roles, Nick has set up and led organisational development (OD), resourcing, talent
 & leadership, performance and learning & development (L&D) functions at global, regional and local 
levels. At the Henley Centre for HR Excellence, Nick works to upskill HR functions and individuals in 
order to deliver real value to business, and is a frequent contributor to publications and conferences 
on a range of HR topics, including strategic workforce planning, Talent, OD, HR data and metrics. At a 
time when HR is under increasing pressure in a new economic landscape to make a real difference to 
long-term capability and short-term profitability, Nick brings a wealth of experience and a challenging, 
yet practical and pragmatic perspective to the discussion around HR capability.

Greenlands 
Henley-on-Thames 
Oxfordshire 
RG9 3 AU

 For information, please contact:

Executive Education
Henley Business School 




