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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This study follows an earlier investigation of prior research into talent management and 

reports a study of specific issues of concerns to members of the Henley HR Centre of 

Excellence. It involved interviews with members during the summer of 2008. 

The main findings are:  

1. There is a danger that talent management is another HR fad, a solution looking for a 

problem.  It is critical that talent management is aligned to the business strategy to 

ensure it is adding value not just taking time and resources.  In aligning talent 

management and the business strategy successful companies used a number of 

approaches; developed approaches that embed talent issues into the business 

strategy process; demonstrated the impact of talent shortages e.g. growth 

constraints; linked to business risk e.g. succession/continuity/sustainability using data 

to quantify risk where possible; utilised stakeholder influence – analysts, media, non 

execs; made use of external experts as a stimulus.  

Engagement of the board was seen as the key to ensuring alignment, but if they are 

not involved a number of alternative approaches exist: improving HR’s 

credibility/position/personal influence; building a relationship with the CEO; 

opportunistically riding on the back of other issues to drive the talent agenda; in 

dealing with the line being business focused, forward looking, action oriented, and 

engaging in style & content. 

2. In seeking to gain commitment to talent management those involved used a number 

of means: first being clear about who needs to be involved and who committed; the 

use of the CEO's enthusiasm where possible; involving key stakeholders in the design 

and development processes; maintaining simplicity where-ever possible whilst not 

losing sight of complex issues; avoiding unnecessary reinvention; focusing more effort 

into action rather than data collection; using business language rather than HR speak; 

allowing for local variation in applications where-ever practical; recognising politics 

and protectionism and working to overcome its impact; putting in place systems to 

reward desired behaviours; making clear the consequences of non-compliance.   

3. Monitoring and evaluating the process.  Here being clear why it is necessary is seen as 

a useful starting point e.g. monitoring compliance, justifying investment, generating 

external credibility, or tracking the impact on strategy; being clear who the customer 

is e. g. the board; what sort of measurements are expected and what will be credible 

within the organisation; being aware of possible undesirable effects of measurement; 

avoiding over measurement with its cost, complexities and potential negative impact 

on the line; working on the CEO’s perceptions of benefits. 

4. The role of the talent manager 

One aspect is being clear about where the responsibility for talent management lies 

and what role HR can play as facilitator and support; focusing activities where they 
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will have most impact be it training and development, systems development, 

relationship building; avoiding constant changes of personnel in the function as 

relationships are all important in getting action; not introducing change for changes 

sake; adopting a simple common approach so you can devolve responsibility to line 

HR ensuring capability issues are addressed at every level not just leadership talent 

5. Focusing activity where it makes a difference 

This involves identifying and focussing on those areas where there are key strategic 

business needs and ensuring succession for critical roles; ensuring that the short term 

doesn’t exclude defining the longer term talent needs; not focusing exclusively on 

leadership but including constraints due to shortages in specialist roles; putting in 

place mechanisms to work on future needs.  

6. The process 

Common themes to be addressed include: simplicity, consistency, constancy; fairness, 

equity, honesty about consequences; key is the conversation particularly with those 

being deselected from the talent pool; the degree of standardisation versus local 

autonomy; creating means where-by best practice can be shared across talent 

managers in different localities; the degree to which the process is made transparent, 

versus hidden, and the fit with the organisation's culture; coping with mergers and 

acquisitions. 

7. Inherent tensions 

Issues to be addressed and understood include; protectionism and politics vs. 

openness and fairness; organisational needs vs. individual wants; avoiding game 

playing and ensuring the identification of real talent rather than self promoters; 

simplicity in processes vs. rigour, reliability and perceived fairness; centralised 

decisions vs. local; long term organisational/individual development vs. short term BU 

performance. 

8. The use of technology 

ERP systems generally appear to be failing to deliver systems ‘fit for purpose’ for 

talent management decision making; this leads to poor reporting and feelings of 

inadequacy; bringing about change to IT systems is long term and standalone 

systems, while being on the surface attractive, will not overcome the inherent 

problems   

  

2. INTRODUCTION 

This report is the second phase of an investigation into talent management. It follows the 

publication of a paper, which gave an overview of the current state of research into talent 

management. 
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This study is based on interviews with company representatives with talent management 

responsibility. These interviews, in the main were conducted on company premises and 

either recorded electronically or by the interviewer. Several were conducted over the 

telephone. Interviews lasted from ½ hour in one case to more than 1 hour in several others 

but most were approximately of 1 hour’s duration. Analysis of the detailed notes and 

transcripts involved several readings of the notes followed by the sorting of quotes into 

sections based on the guiding issues under investigation.  Some comments were volunteered 

by interviewees, which weren’t covered in the original set of issues identified in the literature. 

Therefore an additional section was added dealing with the role of HR and talent managers in 

the process. 

The background paper identified a number of tensions shown in Table 1, below. These 

appeared to be the key challenges being faced by organisations in terms of talent 

management. It is readily apparent that there is no correct way or prescription which results 

in guaranteed success. Each organisation will find its own solution based on its particular 

context, background and projected future. However, the tensions of Table 1 are all important 

areas where organisations need to be conscious of the implications as to how they are 

positioning themselves within the spectrum of talent management policies.  

An earlier background paper to this research report, which reviewed current literature on 

talent, identified a number of areas where questions remained unanswered. It was these 

issues, which formed the basis of this study: 

• How to relate talent management strategy to business strategy and identify those 

areas where a difference to the bottom line is most likely. 

• How best to get the commitment and engagement of senior executives across 

businesses and functions in achieving a common goal (this initial research clearly 

showed a correlation between the effectiveness of talent management and the 

degree of involvement/ownership of senior management/leadership in the process. 

• How to monitor and evaluate the process.  

• How to identify those areas where consistency of approach is desirable and to ensure 

that it exists. 

• How to ensure that talented employees are used effectively in the short term whilst 

still developed for the long term. 

• How to establish future talent needs in a rapidly changing environment. 

• How to best manage talent development across national and organisational 

boundaries. 

• How to specify information system requirements to support effective talent 

management processes. 

• How to make it happen. 
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Table 1: Key tensions in talent management   

Focused around clearly articulated 

strategic direction 

 Generalised response to identified issues 

Focus on developing local talent with 

global perspective 

 Focus on developing talent able to operate 

anywhere in the world 

Based on a sound business case  Based on allocation of funds from the 

general HR budget 

Scientific design philosophy  Emergent approach 

Evidence-based decision-making   Judgement-based decision-making 

Centralised planning of talent pool  Focus on capability development and 

personal initiative 

Championed by the CEO  An HR initiative 

Responsibility lying with HR   Line responsibility 

Managed processes for career 

development  

 Self managed by incumbent (“cream rises 

to the top naturally”) 

Simplicity in processes  Robustness of the system 

Integrated into organisational 

practices 

 Separate initiatives 

Opportunities for all  Focus on the identified elite 

Working with the known    Seeking diversity 

Risk management processes applied  Laissez faire 

Best practice benchmarking focusing 

on elements of the process 

 Best practice benchmarking focusing on 

the overall process 

Internal benchmarking  External focus to review 

Benchmarking against industry 

leaders 

 Focused criteria for selecting benchmarks 

Qualitative metrics used for 

benchmarks 

 Quantitative metrics used for benchmarks 

Supported by integrated information 

management system 

 Avoiding dependence on IT investment 
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3.     RELATING THE TALENT MANAGEMENT APPROACH TO THE BUSINESS 

STRATEGY 

‘The world is full of solutions looking for problems.’  In all our research we were left with an 

underlying worry that talent management is just another fashionable HR initiative picked up 

at conferences or from consultants. Our initial research demonstrated that relating the talent 

strategy to the overall business strategy, as opposed to trying to sell talent management as 

another HR ‘fad’, is key to the on-going success of talent management and of the organisation 

itself. But aligning any business function’s strategy to the over-arching strategy – IT, HR or 

operations, for example - is fraught with difficulties; talent management is no exception. 

So how are our respondents bringing about alignment between talent strategy and overall 

business strategy? Alignment is clearly most likely when those responsible for formulating 

and implementing strategy also work on plans for resourcing. But if the Board is not totally 

engaged in talent issues, HR has to look at ways of securing a viable and relevant talent 

management strategy.   

Most respondents reported an ever-faster changing business environment due to a wide 

range of factors such as: economic pressures; challenges resulting from rapid growth 

domestically or overseas; the move of the business towards new uncharted business 

territories; the integration of acquisitions; mergers; the ever-increasing complexity of the 

challenges being faced; the impact of the financial crisis and business slowdown. This is 

resulting in frequent changes in the businesses surveyed. This requires a commensurate 

adjustment of plans in order to realign business with the changing external conditions. Whilst 

these organisations might already have long-term talent management strategies in place, in 

practice, in response to these changes, their strategy has to be much more emergent. 

 

3A.  DRIVERS OF ALIGNMENT BETWEEN TALENT AND BUSINESS STRATEGY 

No ‘one best way’ to align talent strategy with overall business strategy has emerged from 

studying the organisations in this research. Those responsible for talent management 

strategies in the companies studied reported a broad range of opportunities and challenges, 

which have resulted in talent management coming to prominence on the Board’s agenda. 

These included:  

• The Board recognising that a growth strategy was unsustainable without a focus on 

talent management: In one company where this had involved rapid growth through 

many acquisitions it resulted in ‘a somewhat-fragmented approach … in leveraging talent 

across the whole organisation’. In another:  

‘There was an organisational strategy review which resulted in a big growth agenda…. 

The concern was around the limiting factors, not capital to fund growth but 

technology and people. …  Key has been length of service and age profiles.  We will 

lose a lot of people at a certain time, so it is seen as a critical business issue in itself 

beyond the need to deliver the growth strategy’.  
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For another respondent – ‘during the last 2-3 years, we have grown and expanded and 

this has stretched our resources.  This is what talent has brought home to our business 

managers – i.e. that good recruitment and development is intrinsically tied with business 

success (getting good people and getting them to stay)’. 

 

• A special event which prompts the board to look again at talent:  One example was an 

‘away day’ - 'we had a conversation 5 years ago at a strategic away day on what the 

business would look like in the future – how it would be the same and how it would be 

different from now? This was important because all Board members were bought into the 

fact that the business will change and we will need different abilities from our people’. 

 

• Having an embedded talent management process, which focuses attention on the 

issues:  ‘Our people planning process (PPP – our core talent management process) is very 

well embedded in the business. It’s an annual cycle and taken as seriously as our strategic 

planning process and runs simultaneously with strategic planning. Within that plan, you 

have the strategic elements of where the business is going, the challenges that the 

business is facing from the point of talent, environment, government, etc. It then looks at 

how the organisation design needs to evolve to deliver the strategy.  Within that there will 

be specifics on the new roles we need to create/ roles we need to change/ what we need 

to hire’.  And from a multi-divisional global organisation - ‘Business plans already have HR 

issues addressed at the formulation stage [and] every business has to produce a proper 

talent review every year as part of strategy process – every business, every function’. One 

company sees the balanced-score card as providing a key driver for linking talent 

management into the achievement of the strategy. 

 

• Having an embedded culture of talent development: ‘The company’s long tradition of 

internal talent development has been very helpful in gaining senior executive support for 

the recent talent management agenda; there is a lot of energy, willingness and goodwill 

towards it because many of the senior managers benefited from talent management in 

their own careers’.  

 

• The winning of a new project as part of an expansion programme. In one particular case, 

in bidding for a large-scale project, the client expected to see diversity in the 

organisation’s workforce. This stimulated a review at board level of talent management. 

 

• An emphasis on the Board’s responsibility for the recognition of business risk. In one 

case this lead to the identification of 4 risks to be managed: 

 

o Vacancy risk – we have a global succession plan which is built around a robust 

process and data 

o Readiness risk – we have a series of frameworks that marry selection with 

succession into development e.g. the LDP is a method for understanding individual 

capability and potential. It’s all about readiness – we test hypotheses and develop 

a plan. We rate people ready now, probable capability, and possible capability 

o Transition risk – critical to succession. We need you to do this job but you might 

fail 
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o Portfolio risk – understand levels of capability by tracking individual capability 

against organisational capability. What’s required in terms of complexity by the 

business. 

 

• The Board adopting a sustainability agenda:  

‘The four pillars: 

o Talent (don’t have a business if you don’t have the people)  

o Product (new products, harm reduction) 

o Consumer (responsible marketing) 

o Supply chain (environmentally friendly).  

A thorough analysis of these metrics demonstrated that the pipeline was declining. This 

finding was presented to the ‘annual top 200’ conference in ’04, and now every 

management board, every month, has a talent element’.  

• The use of outside experts advising the Board:  

‘Our ‘Strategic Advisory Board’ provides some thought leadership and insight, in a global 

sense, to what our leaders will need in the future, and I think we’ve got our own views, but 

we think it would be good to have these people who are consulting with organisations 

across the world, it maybe that what got [Company X] to be successful today is not quite 

the same things that we require for five years, 10 years, or 50 years… so they’re providing 

some input into that as well as our own data collection’. 

 

• A response by the Board to stakeholder influence due to the perceived lack of 

continuity in Board appointments and the interest shown by the media in issues of 

governance. An example from one company – ‘A key driver of this new talent agenda is 

how we demonstrate to trustees and the Board that we have the talent pipeline that we 

need, because that is one of the things that the analysts are interested in’. 

 

3B. SUMMARY OF THE DRIVERS OF TALENT STRATEGY 

So we can see that the drive has come from: 

• External forces such as client demands or that of other stakeholders;  

• From the Board recognising the difficulties being faced by the organisation in relation 

to meeting the need for leadership within an expanding company;  

• Possibly as a result of entry or proposed entry into new markets where traditional 

approaches to development and promotion are not appropriate; existing processes 

highlighting evidence of an emerging problem;  

• From Boards recognising their responsibilities to shareholders for managing risks and 

creating a sustainable operation.  

Those involved in talent management have been able to use opportunities such as these to 

push their talent agenda and also keep the topic alive on the Board agenda. However, our 

respondents also reported a range of trigger points, which led to action and a search for 
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alignment between overall strategy and talent strategy. Once Board members are committed 

to a particular programme it seems likely that there will then be some alignment of the talent 

strategy with activities on the Board’s agenda. But when there is little real commitment at 

Board level, then what action can be taken to raise awareness and get talent management 

onto the agenda?  

 

3C. GETTING COMMITMENT FROM THE BOARD FOR TALENT STRATEGIES 

Ensuring talent issues are embedded into organisation strategy is clearly more likely where 

HR gets into the position of being a member of the Board. As one respondent put it – ‘The key 

to their [the executive] success has been getting better involvement of HR in the business 

strategy planning stage up-front. This has meant they have a deep understanding of what the 

talent requirements are as they are defined and are involved in an ongoing debate about 

potential constraints and implications… We are no longer a business partner (this is a lesser 

role); we’re part of the team.’ The theme of HR as a business partner was reflected in another 

case – ‘As a business partner I was part of the Board so I understood business challenges and 

could present the people agenda as part of the business agenda’. This can be seen as adding 

real benefit to Board deliberations and the on-going implementation of strategy. 

This partnership between HR and the Board can include a strong relationship between the 

head of HR, the CEO and other functional heads – ‘I have been through the succession plan 

and reviewed the business’s talent with the Executive committee including the CEO and all the 

functional directors.  This has stimulated a shared, quality debate and secures senior level 

buy-in.’ But one respondent was clear in what was required:  

‘Genuine CEO support.  His interest and support is key.  Is this because he believes or is 

it because of what I’ve done? - A bit of both, not totally him or me.  I have put 

processes in place to provide rigour and focus.  Engaging the CEO is personal - not a 

process.  He recognises my personal passion and interest in developing people.  He 

knows that’s inherent, my personal interest and passion is recognised. It’s why I got 

the global role. [Because I’m] seen as genuine ... a good listener’. 

Given that not all Boards have HR representation an alternative tactic is a more proactive 

approach by HR – ‘About half our Board ‘away days’ are HR-led.  This was important because 

all Board members were bought into the fact that the business will change and we will need 

different abilities of our people … we continually re-assess which parts of the business we need 

to look at in order to align talent with business issues’. Another example: ‘We have talent 

forums ... they enable us to talk about how the business is changing: is there a new acquisition 

where talent needs sourcing? We have annual people planning, and the talent forums are a 

way of keeping that process alive throughout the year and adapting to how things change – 

and they do all the time, nothing ever stays still!’ An alternative approach reported was: 

‘We’ve established a global set of processes for trying to do this.  It’s not easy because 

change is so fast, but we have a tool we call the Strategic Workforce Plan.  It’s a set of 
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questions we ask the business on a regular basis on their current business goals and 

issues and also get them to focus on the next 3-5 years as far as possible.  We then 

ask, ‘looking forwards how will their people requirements shift and change?’...The 

talent review is done at least once a year and sometimes 2-3 times. Our Business 

Partner network uses the output of these reviews to constantly update our Strategic 

Workforce Plans.  The reviews drive out lots of themes and activities that we prioritise 

and play back to the business.  This then starts to link into how we can set several of 

our top talent onto how we deal with a particular issue’.   

Finally there is the use of talent pipeline metrics to raise issues and allow a more analytical 

approach. As we will see later this approach is hampered in many companies by the lack of 

integration in information systems and an inability to readily present data in a form, which is 

digestible to Boards and others. 

But the approach to talent management is less than satisfactory in some cases and fails to 

fully engage the executive. This is evident from one response in a global and multi-divisional 

company with high degrees of local autonomy – ‘There are gaps in succession at present due 

to a lack of interest and focus. It is both the succession planning process and the development 

of people. Head office doesn’t have authority to say how it shall be done. Each division takes a 

different approach – excellent in some cases but a bit laissez faire in some areas’. But another 

challenging comment in relation to HR also from a global multi-divisional company - ‘The chief 

executive got it.  If he doesn’t you need a new chief executive.  If HR has to persuade him, 

you’re in “deep doo doo”.  As an HR person you need to go somewhere else’. 

It may well be that the Board has short-term issues to be dealt with which clearly take 

precedence over talent management and leadership succession – ‘During a period of 

reorganisation the line is not focused on the long-term talent management agenda.  It is 

therefore difficult to get traction.  50 of the top 100 have left.  No one wants to be number 51 

so it is driving short-term behaviour.  I need to recognise this is the way it is and wait for the 

right moment but, boy, I’d better be ready when it comes.  The real challenge for talent 

management people is to pick the moment and respond to needs vs. driving an agenda that 

no one is interested in’. 

So we have found that when HR is promoting the talent agenda and has Board representation 

there is a strong likelihood that the overall strategy will take into consideration talent issues 

and there will be alignment and integration into strategy implementation. Where there is a 

significant proposal for new business development there is often a requirement to address 

talent requirements, if not internally, as part of the bidding process in order to convince the 

client of the business' capability to deliver. This will drive the issues onto the executive and 

possibly Board agenda. Good quality processes will highlight any issues, which then can be 

presented for discussion and debated at various levels within the organisation and so get the 

issue onto the agenda. 

However, as we will see later, one of the key challenges facing organisations is to develop a 

talent management strategy, which focuses on those areas that will make a real difference to 

the bottom line.  
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4.    GETTING COMMITMENT AND BUY-IN ACROSS THE ORGANISATION. 

Our respondents mostly came from large global and multi-divisional organisations, although 

several came from UK- based companies with simple structures. The latter were responsible 

for the lifetime of talent from graduate recruitment programmes to senior level 

appointments. The major global organisations tended to have a head office function 

considering only the top group of executives in terms of talent management, but which 

coordinated the wider activities across the business operations worldwide. Some respondents 

in multi-divisional companies were responsible for the UK operations of a company 

headquartered outside the UK. Even in these UK operations the head of talent management 

may well again only be responsible for a relatively small group of employees operating as a 

central HQ for UK operations.  It is likely that they are networked into others in the same 

function in other divisions and countries although this did not seem to be a long-standing 

arrangement in some companies. The head  office staff appeared more likely to have contact 

with divisional staff than those in division so they could cross-fertilise. This may reflect a more 

operational role for those lower down in the company. So, in many cases, the talent 

management staff at a local level have a key role in generating commitment from a local 

executive board. 

The previous section noted the issues which those with overall responsibility for 

implementing talent management initiatives across the organisation had in getting the buy-in 

of executives and senior management. However, that executive support was, in part, also 

dependent upon them getting the full engagement of colleagues with talent responsibilities in 

operating divisions as well as the understanding and support of those in front-line HR 

positions. Talent management specialists appeared, in some instances, more closely aligned 

with the Training and Development function than being integral to HR, and tended in some 

cases to work more closely with line management than with other colleagues within HR. 

 

4A.  CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE OF TALENT MANAGEMENT 

For some a starting point is developing a common language and understanding. As one 

respondent put it: ‘Lots of things have to be done to enable it to happen, such as the mindset 

of talent management: making sure our leaders understand it and model the behaviours – the 

principal lever’. But for talent managers to be successful in getting managers to take notice it 

seems that they must first demonstrate that they have a good understanding of the particular 

business and its challenges. 

One company identified the importance of the underlying organisational policy in 

determining what will work and what will not: 

‘We are different from [very large globalised FMCG organisations] as we are more 

entrepreneurial and decentralised. The Business Unit General Managers are 

empowered to run their business how they want – HR is not centralised. We've a lot of 

silos. When it comes to talent you see that coming through with people not wanting 

to share [or] let go of people, etc. To overcome this restricted thinking the company 
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has mandated that ‘all our 'Band 1' [1st level of executives] roles and below are 

advertised openly on our internal job posting board. Before, something would just be 

filled 'under the radar' and an announcement would go out. We are getting to a more 

transparent point of view’.  

This illustrates the need for intervention from the centre even though it may not result in the 

increased local commitment of executives. 

 

4B.  BALANCING AUTONOMY AND CONTROL IN GAINING BUY-IN FROM LINE 

MANAGEMENT  

In contrast to direct intervention or control from the head office, some companies have 

sought greater local autonomy within a looser system co-ordinated from head office. One 

international global company, following a period of troubled performance when all its Board 

level vacancies had been filled by external candidates, refocused on talent including:  

• Greater commitment of time and communication around talent from senior 

executives;  

 

• The appointment of a Director of Talent whose virtual team stretched across the 

Group, which gave the talent agenda a much higher profile within the organisational 

structure; and an attempt to systematically move the mindset of the company on 

talent ‘from secret lists to real conversations and actions’.  Clear messages were being 

sent across the business by this high level of commitment. It has reported that its 

new talent management approach has been implemented through a standardised 

process across most of its operating areas and national contexts. However -  'in 

countries where a number of services and departments have been out-sourced, such 

as sub-continental Asia, there is less head office HR oversight over talent processes, 

and the often high rate of job churn in those outsourced areas can sometimes damage 

performance.  By using a dispersed virtual team rather than a large hierarchical 

division of ‘talent management’ at group level, it has resulted in HR professionals who 

sit within the divisions, so they ‘don’t become removed from the real world’ of the 

business. This model was adopted both to get engagement from the line at division 

level, and to ensure collective responsibility across the group to discourage “hoarding” 

of talent by division’.  

 

• The need for an inclusive process for getting commitment from colleagues with 

responsibility for talent management in other parts of the world. This included careful 

definition of talent within the organisation. The key to success was then seen as the 

adoption of this common definition of potential and high potential that everyone had 

to adopt:   

‘Senior HR people have been working with local HRDs to build a capability 

framework with them.  We don’t operate on the basis that the group sets 
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rules.  We value their views, as on the ground they know what works, so we 

work collaboratively on it together. The diversity adds value to the 

framework’. These discussions have since moved on to development roles and 

what percentage of readiness is sufficient to put someone into a role: ‘we also 

still have some appalling behaviour to induce people to stay in their [current] 

role’. 

 

When we presented our findings to our members there was a lot of debate about how to 

engage line managers in talent initiatives.  From this came a number of simple tips that have 

been used successfully in different organisations: 

 

• Coaching – possibly by external people for additional objectivity. 

• Treating talent management like other change management initiatives with a focus on 

communications and training. 

• Dealing 1-2-1 with ‘problem’ cases, taking time to talk to them about their 

issues/concerns. 

• Having a set of success stories to hand of line managers who have benefited from the 

change. 

• Getting groups of managers who wouldn’t otherwise meet together to discuss issues. 

• Splitting the line management population between ‘supporters, indifferent and opposed’ 

and dealing with them according to their needs rather than as a ‘mass’. 

• Appealing to manager’s own sense of being treated appropriately and fairly through 

talent management to show them how their subordinates might feel about it. 

• Being aware that although transparency of the process is a good goal, sometimes 

discussions may have to happen ‘off-stage’. 

 

4C. TENSIONS BETWEEN HEAD OFFICE AND LOCAL DIVISIONS 

In some instances there are unresolved differences between head office and talent 

management staff in operating divisions. One respondent expressed concerns that ‘there are 

gaps in succession at present due to a lack of interest and focus. It is both the succession 

planning process and the development of people. Head office doesn’t have authority to say 

how it shall be done. Each division takes a different approach – excellent in some cases but a 

bit laissez faire in some areas.’  

Another presented a head office viewpoint reflecting the lack of influence of head office over 

operating companies: ‘you can’t do anything just by telling the business, [it’s] done by 

influencing and partnering – quick wins, co-design and development e.g. leadership 

programme done with line managers. Key in all of this was to involve managers.  Translation 

into business language, getting them involved, pushed responsibility back onto the line.  

[Because the] programme [was] driven by top line managers and not by L&D, [it] got 

endorsement’. Another respondent emphasised the need to be talking the language of the 

business executives: 
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‘It is partly around trying to link into issues that they understand, so taking away the 

HR element. This was described by one of the HR business partners as issues-based 

talent management. He doesn’t talk about talent management in a theoretical sense 

or a process sense but he talks about it when it becomes obvious that talent 

management is impacting on the success of this business area’.    

One way of accommodating the needs of local operations has been arrived at by another 

company – ‘There is a strong HR framework with local variation to meet regional or country 

legislation. This applies across all of our operations, which share a common HR Director. There 

are also centres of expertise shared across divisions including talent management’.  Another 

approach used to gain commitment from local management is through the reward system – 

‘The management bonus system focuses most of them on sales, profit, inventory 

management.  10% is at discretion of CEO.  [I am] trying to influence this to be around the 

talent agenda’. 

 

4D. THE REPUTATION OF HR WITHIN THE ORGANISATION 

But the reputation of HR can also count – ‘We rely on the quality of our work. It’s good – 

people won’t engage with [rubbish] – stuff that’s not technically deep or well thought 

through. We are specialists, we have built our own technical framework so we have the deep 

competence. We do it and build it by taking the best of deep theory and making it real and 

accessible. We’re like internal consultants – it’s about practice building and sales. We work 

with people who want to work with us. Talent is optional – you don’t have to take part. We 

operate on a business unit basis and have programmes across the group. We broker talent 

through the Group Leadership Review Process (succession planning)’.  

HR may well be in a position of having to ‘sell’ the need for a focus on talent management. 

But ideally the ‘selling’ will come from the CEO – ‘[if we] have got the Group CEO’s support for 

something then, a combination of his authority and personality and that embodiment of the 

culture of ‘make it happen’ to some extent makes it easier - not easy - but makes it easier to 

get commitment and engagement to certain things’. This is reinforced by the experiences of 

another respondent: 

‘We have had a number of ‘solid’ processes on talent for many years, but a new chief 

executive, now two years in post, has made a strong emphasis around the talent 

agenda and how critical it is for our business strategy around capabilities, including 

the recruitment of a new Group Director for People Development, who has specific 

responsibility for talent management at the Group level’. 
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4E. SUMMARY OF FACTORS AFFECTING ORGANISATIONS BUY-IN FOR TALENT 

MANAGEMENT INITIATIVES 

Reviewing the experiences of the organisations taking part in this study, we can see that a 

number of factors are central in gaining commitment and buy-in across the organisation. 

These include:  

• Clear signals from a committed CEO 

• A good relationship between HR and the Board 

• An accommodation and good working relationships between the centre and 

the business and country units 

• An understanding of what needs to be done centrally and what can be 

delegated to local operations 

• Building a reputation from talent management initiatives 

• Rewarding desired behaviours 

Much of this, however, depends upon ‘quality conversations’ at all levels with clear and 

consistent messages, initially to develop a common language and understanding, but then to 

keep the issue live on the agenda. 

 

4F. CASCADING TALENT MANAGEMENT THROUGHOUT THE ORGANISATION 

In the debates with our members when we presented the outline of this presentation 

building ownership with HR business partners was seen as a key challenge.  In many cases we 

saw conflict between Centres of Excellence in talent management located at Group centre 

and the local operating units.  In the debates a number of key themes came out: 

• Have a common but simple process, defined and developed with business unit 

involvement that ensures a common understanding of what talent management is.  

Simplicity is key so those involved can focus their time and energy on the value added 

conversations with leadership and individuals as opposed to collecting information to 

feed the data monster (This is how some central IT driven succession and talent 

management processes are perceived within many businesses).   
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• This should be co-owned with the HR business partners so it can be applied further down 

the organisation to deal with specific local talent issues whilst the outputs can still be 

aggregated back to the Group level to give a high level overview of key talent issues.   

• In many organisations we saw talent being defined more broadly than top leadership 

succession and in many cases the focus was on skills beyond leadership/management 

that were a key constraint on delivering the business strategy (expertise in sustainable 

technologies, experience in emerging markets, merger integration, knowing what to do in 

a recession, working in partnerships, etc). 

• Keep Centres of Excellence small so they focus on creating simple processes and applying 

them to the top leadership population leaving wider implementation embedded in the 

business.  This challenges recent work on HR benchmarking that focuses on reducing the 

number of FTEs in HR.  Our research implies having enough high quality, commercially 

focused HR business partners who can engage and challenge at the right levels, ensuring 

the talent agenda is delivering the right people with the right skills at the right time to 

overcome strategic constraints on business performance.  For these people the critical 

skills are translating the business strategy into talent issues and holding tough 

conversations at every level that provide timely cost effective solutions.  Perhaps it 

implies fewer creative, strategic thinkers and more commercial, pragmatic implementers. 

 

5. MONITORING AND EVALUATING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE TALENT 

MANAGEMENT STRATEGY AND APPROACH 

The views and practices of our respondents differed widely as to how to monitor and 

evaluate their talent management efforts.  The key question organisations need to ask is why 

are you measuring talent management: 

• Measuring compliance with the process to ensure all players in the process are 

delivering what they need to deliver. 

• Justifying investment in talent where HR lacks credibility or there is pressure on 

budgets. 

• Generating external credibility to help key stakeholders such as investors recognise 

the impact on the capability and sustainability of the business. 

• Tracking impact on the business strategy to inform business management about 

issues they need to address to ensure the business strategy will not be constrained by 

capability or talent gaps. 

It is not to say that one is more important than the other as it depends where you are, but as 

you move down the list it becomes more about value added outcomes than process inputs.  

This means measuring different things and communicating them in different ways. 
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Some organisations clearly like to see metrics in place to assess the performance of 

individuals, teams and business units. As HR in many businesses is a principal advocate of 

performance management this might equally be expected to apply to talent management. 

Certainly in some organisations there was a system of metrics in place for talent management 

specifically, although some actually had output targets for their function, which were then 

not necessarily used to measure performance. Many respondents were sceptical about the 

use of measures, recognising that they may not actually be very meaningful and could, at 

worst, redirect efforts away from achieving the overarching business objectives. 

One organisation had actually used the analysis of a set of metrics as a means for getting buy-

in by senior management to a focus on talent management. The metrics showed a decline in 

the pipeline and included: 

• ‘Management trainees as a % of management population. 

• Acceleration of development - % of trainees that developed into mid/senior 

management roles.  

• Conversion of external recruits into high potentials.  (12-13% was considered 

too low) 

• 1:1:2 – for any top team in the business around the world there would be one 

successor ‘ready’ now and two in future. Overlaid this with 70:30 metric – 

70% local, 30% international, so we could achieve ambition to build global 

pipeline through local pipelines’. 

Another company reported the use of a multi-faceted measurement, based on: 

‘Performance management: interviews, focus groups, sample quality of objectives on 

training; [as well as] spot checks on performance ratings now, then, [and] why [they 

are] different; [this is] linked to product/quality targets, [and the] speed of new 

product launch.  [This is then] discussed with line managers [through a] Leadership 

360°, [and] if person A becomes famous [then it’s] linked back to talent process.  The 

leadership programmes were tied to actual outcomes [e.g.] buy/not in Indonesia, 

entry to US, [those decisions] all came out of the leadership programme’.  

These metrics apply to the whole talent process from entry to exit, along with the 

development people received on the way. One organisation reported using a human capital 

framework, while another uses its annual engagement survey in addition to 360° appraisal 

data, and the completion rates and coverage of personal development plans. They also have a 

number of other key external metrics, including evidence from investor analysts’ reports on 

the organisation’s leadership and succession plans. 

It was pointed out by another respondent that ‘it is difficult to monitor but some metrics are 

needed. One metric might be a requirement to have 3 possible successors for each of the 4 or 

5 leadership roles in your team – short term, medium term and long term’. This suggests a 

preference for a rather straightforward approach. 
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5A. DEVELOPING APPROPRIATE METRICS 

Several organisations are still striving to develop appropriate metrics – for one, with global 

operations – ‘It's not metrics-based at the moment. We are working to a global 

metrics system, which has certain measurements — e.g. bench-strength index, 

number of people ready for move, etc. These are being put in place. This year, we 

will be gathering baseline data and in subsequent years this will be actively managed, 

monitored and measured’. For another - ‘we are still trying to agree measures of movements 

and tying down hard targets.  We need to track, in terms of risk and potential, [the] reasons 

people leave and [then] post exit trend data over time, appointments internally, fairly basic 

stuff’. This same organisation recognised that it already had a variety of metrics but 

‘management don’t like them as it puts them on the hook’. In one case the budget cycle 

required a justification for spending on talent management by demonstrating the cost / 

benefit through the turnover and cost of hiring levels.  ‘I think we’re probably better on our 

leadership, through our leadership index in terms of the measurement of that; talent index is 

our next [opportunity], to get some better angle. I think we’ve got some good data that says 

what we need to do, in terms of the measurement of that from a talent point of view but I 

think we’re not quite there yet’. 

Whilst some organisations thrive on data: ‘the line [managers] love information, but it’s more 

about how we use the information and ask the right questions’, not all were in favour of 

quantification: ‘I don’t believe in measurement. It’s superficial – an empty succession plan 

demonstrates when we have a problem’. Some recognised their measurement practices as 

dysfunctional e.g.: 

‘A common mistake is they identify 8% as high potentials to meet the target, but then 

are they high potentials, or simply successors to key roles?  If they are all in logistics, 

HR or finance, but no one is from sales and marketing there is a real problem because 

these are sales companies. [It’s] not about ticking boxes, [the] percentage of high 

potentials, but: are there people coming through the system who can have a major 

impact on the business, and if not what are they doing about it?’  

For another respondent, ‘metrics could encourage settlement rather than external 

appointments’ leading to inappropriate appointments of internal candidates in order to 

achieve an internal promotion target’. 

The availability of successors for key leadership roles seemed by most to be the main 

measure of success. For one respondent - ‘Talent management did a good job in the 

appointment of the new CEO – there were 3 strong internal candidates but only one of the 

internal applicants has left [as a result of not being appointed as CEO]. The former head of HR 

did a good job of making sure there was a successor. He is a break from the traditional way 

and the industry has to change and he is seen as the person to achieve it’. Where there had 

been an earlier shortage of internal candidates this was a very visible way of demonstrating 

success – ‘the company is seeing evidence of the effect of its new talent strategy, because all 

of the more recent Board-level appointments have been internal – a sharp contrast from just a 
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few years ago’. The level of activity surrounding succession and talent issues is also an 

indicator for some: 

‘There’s something intuitive and instructive about this.  You know through the 

dialogues and their responses when it’s on the agenda.  When people aren’t just 

talking about sales but about what we’re doing about development, part of the 

culture and business agenda’. 

Probably the main concern for many of our respondents is the CEO’s views - ‘Key is that the 

CEO will know - in spite of the data - whether they are getting value from it. The only data 

that really matter is data that leads you to do something about it’. An example from another 

company is a set of straightforward questions of the business: -  

• ‘How many of the critical roles are without successors? 

• What plans are there to move people into these roles/ onto the succession path? 

• Do we have our best people in the business-critical jobs?’ 

In another company the measure seen as most relevant is the level of retention of those 

considered to be members of the talent list. 

The perception of the labour market was also used – ‘we will know we are achieving when we 

become known externally as somewhere which develops top talent:   

‘There’s something about how we create that brand in our organisation that is about 

people recognising that we develop great leadership in this organisation [so that 

others know that] the people we grow are attractive to the outside world and we 

attract people in as a result ….. a kind of ‘talent factory’ reputation, whereby talent 

from the company is sought after, and ‘high-potentials, if they go for an [internal] job 

and don’t get it they’ve already got two other external senior jobs lined up because 

people want to employ [that company’s] people; I don’t think we’re there yet but 

that’s where we’re going to’. 

External monitoring bodies can require measurement and review. For one pharmaceuticals 

business – ‘The FDA inspects succession plans for regulated sites. How are you guaranteeing 

security of supply?’  

 

5B. RESPONSIBILITY FOR TALENT MANAGEMENT METRICS 

In practice in most cases HR has actually moved responsibility for the outcomes of talent 

management to other functions, and then themselves act as advisors or partners in the task, 

e.g. ‘HR is in a ‘facilitative’ role to the line, who then have ultimate ownership of talent 

management’: 

‘The way we manage talent management is that the line own it and I am there to 

facilitate the process and kind of make things happen. The way we work is that our 
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structure dictates that talent is owned functionally, so if you are the head of finance 

you have responsibility for developing that finance talent pool’. 

 ‘We make managers accountable for successors.  If you lead a 200-person unit you 

must show me your succession plan, how will you get them there.  Then the business 

leadership team will have a discussion about how they will get there’.   

So one might assume that these metrics and measures are really being applied to the activity 

of the line, and not by the HR specialists. For the specialist, however, success may be more 

appropriately measured in terms of the organisation-wide talent process – ‘does the process 

feel as though it’s driving the right behaviours in our business and sometimes the answer’s 

perhaps’, ‘No, not as much as we want. …As you go through the process you get a sense of 

how effectively it’s working by the quality of debate that goes on and how rigorous that is and 

how challenging that is’; ‘Success was to have a structured process around it, good 

underpinning from management development centres and career planning events’. 

Certainly those responsible for talent management processes may well be under a degree of 

pressure to deliver – ‘Many of the global talent initiatives within the company are at relatively 

early stages …although results couldn’t be produced instantly we expect that within a year to 

18 months senior management will see savings through less recourse to the external job 

market to fill key senior rolls, and much greater cross-pollination of talent across market 

areas’. This may be achievable if there is an existing process requiring slight changes to make 

it effective. But clearly more significant changes in the talent pipeline are fairly long-term – 

‘At senior levels the target is to fill up to 70% of vacancies internally. This is a long-term 

strategy.  We’re only just getting to the position now where senior managers can say ’this is 

working’:  

‘Implementing the new talent agenda was far from an instant process, with some 

‘pain’ in getting the line to take part fully in the new processes, even though the 

strategy was relatively clear. However, once the process was in place, and the talent 

management team have an overview of the data and experience of the process, it was 

much easier to repeat and improve a second time to create a pipeline and resource 

plan across the group. It needs someone ‘brave enough’ to say it’s worth doing and 

worth doing well the first time’.  

One respondent made an interesting point about the highly visible talent strategy put 

together in her company – ‘The talent management strategy is a great piece of thinking but it 

has not delivered what the manufacturing organisation needs, in that there is not the strength 

of succession pools really needed. There is not enough focus on outcomes’. So performance 

measured in terms of strategies and policies can be misleading since at the end of the day the 

important factor is the degree to which the leadership pipeline has the qualities required by 

the business to fulfil its strategy and cope effectively with the changes it faces. 
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5C         SUMMARY OF EVALUATION METRICS FOR TALENT MANAGEMENT 

INITIATIVES 

There is clear disagreement about the relevance of metrics in evaluating the talent 

management process. Whilst some organisations are seeking to develop a mix of methods 

including both quantitative and qualitative measures, others are keeping the method for 

review simple e.g. number of potential successors for each role, short, medium and long 

term. One important reason for measurement is the need to justify expenditure on talent 

management. But as illustrated in the report metrics can lead to inappropriate behaviours, 

which can actually prove dysfunctional. So designing an appropriate set of measures to fit the 

organisation need is a useful starting point. Avoiding over complication is also seen to be 

coming through from the interviews. 

Another issue is that of whose performance is actually being measured. Given that the 

responsibility for ensuring proper succession has been assigned to line management what 

metrics are then relevant for measuring the performance of line management and what for 

the talent management group? Given the range of metrics being applied to line management 

this also reinforces the argument for a minimalist approach based on a clear view of the 

purpose of the measurement. 

In Table 2, in way of summary, we have identified measures based on process versus 

outcome and quantitative versus qualitative approaches  

Table 2: A tentative framework for evaluation 

 Quantitative Qualitative 

Process • Engagement survey 

• Annual process 

completion rates 

• Perceptions that it is working 

• Robustness of the process 

• Quality of dialogues 

• Consistency in application 

• Strategy in place 

Outcome • Number of successors for 

key roles 

• Cost of external 

recruitment for key roles 

• Bench strength 

• Analyst’s reports 

• Risk assessment 

• Employment brand 

• Perceived success of 

successors in key roles 

• CEO’s perceptions 
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6   IDENTIFYING THOSE AREAS THAT WILL MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO BUSINESS 

SUCCESS. 

Focusing on those areas, which will have an impact on future business performance was 

highlighted by some organisations: 

‘Sometimes I think we try and have an answer for all of the issues, rather than just 

focusing on some of the critical areas and I think we’ve taken a step to deal with that 

now because we’ve recognised that some of our competitors are doing that, and 

successfully doing that, so why wouldn’t we want to think about that as well?’ 

 

6A  CRITICAL ROLES OR TALENTED INDIVIDUALS? 

A distinction was made by some of our respondents between critical roles and talented 

individuals. Not all leadership roles are as critical to the future success of the businesses as 

others. Given that there is always a shortage of resources to invest in development, the focus 

on making sure that there is adequate succession for critical roles is a compelling case. ‘That’s 

a really interesting conversation... I think critical roles and critical individuals, I think they’re 

two differentiations to me.  I think critical roles critical to the organisation: the position in the 

organisation; a difficult role to fill in the market, certain technical or specialist experience 

needed; – I think you’ve also got critical individuals that have got a high level of expertise, 

they’re one of one, and we would find them very difficult to replace, so I think we’ve got a 

mixture of both’. 

 As another respondent put it - ‘This means identifying those roles that are critical to the 

business and targeting those roles to ensure that there is the right succession cover for them’. 

In focusing on critical roles this organisation is also ‘working to identify specific jobs that could 

be ideal ‘grooming’ roles or development opportunities for those with the potential to step up 

to business critical roles’. 

 

6B GLOBAL LEADERSHIP SKILLS 

Identifying future leadership needs results in changed priorities in some organisations – ‘The 

High Performance Practice Framework has been reviewed against our new strategy beyond 

2012.  In many of our businesses where we have had sole control in the past we will not be 

allowed in the future to have a controlling interest e.g. Saudi Arabia.  Therefore we need to 

operate in partnerships and we haven’t had these skills.  We have redefined and evolved the 

framework to align to the business needs.  This will feed into the process – who do we have 

with the relevant skills, how do we recruit broader international experience?  One danger is 

that the framework is homogenised and could apply to any business, so we have looked at the 

business challenges first which has driven capability requirements pertinent to where we are 

and our evolution.  Collaboration is huge now as we have to deal across so many countries 

and businesses’. 



Page | 25  

 

Another organisation with a long-standing global presence has recognised the increasing 

importance of local nationals for leadership in their international operations – ‘At a more 

generic level the consequence of building local pipelines is we get more Asian/African/Arab 

managers.  They understand the consumers and where growth will come from there.  We 

need stakeholder engagement – regulation, external stakeholders, who can give us the license 

to operate – who knows better who to talk to and channels to play than the locals?’  

Certainly many companies are not expecting growth in their traditional markets and as a 

result are having to think differently:  

‘There’s a recognition that growth won’t come in Japan, growth will be overseas 

especially in BRICs, can’t be Japanese expats. [There are some] positive signs: 3 

executive officers [who are] non-Japanese, [while] 2 years ago [there were] none.  The 

President [is] fluent in English and global-minded.  [He] recognises his role is to focus 

on development of people.  When he visits regions he no longer makes a 40 minute 

presentation and a lunch, but now part of the process is a round table dialogue with 

high potentials’. 

 

6C.  LEADERSHIP IN DIFFICULT CONTEXTS 

Whilst the development of local nationals as leaders may require a long-term strategy, many 

organisations are aware of the rapidly changing economic circumstances and an immediate 

need to find leaders capable of managing in recession as opposed to continuous growth: 

‘In the current environment, [our organisation] is needing a new kind of leader.  

Individuals identified as talent may be outstanding leaders in fair-weather trading, 

but when things get tough a different skill set is required’.  

There is awareness that the leadership role is becoming more complex in some 

environments, which is putting increasing demands on a limited leadership talent pool: 

‘Line managers have grown up in a functional structure – e.g. in manufacturing they 

don’t appreciate the whole value chain and in marketing, it has not been a 

prerequisite for advancement.  Business is getting tough – heavily-regulated, health, 

tax, CSR; [we’re] going to need different skills due to regulatory environment.  They 

[the executives] get it intellectually but emotionally it requires us to take more risks 

earlier in careers.  Given the success of the business there is a disconnect.  Increasingly 

the top team, with my help, are beginning to explore what type of leaders we will 

need.  If there was an emergency and the top team disappeared, who would we want 

around the table?  If you take top two layers of executives, they get it intellectually, 

but then they didn’t have to do this [be fast-tracked into senior management 

positions] to be successful.  So why take a risk on somebody?’  
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6D. TECHNICAL LEADERS? 

There is also the need for leaders to have technical competence, which is not necessarily 

widely-spread within the organisation: 

‘Risk Management is typically a critical competency in an organisation in a regulated 

environment such as Financial Services, and the Chief Risk Officer in [this organisation] 

is a critical role ... that’s part of the challenge for us.  How do you find people that 

have got the deep technical knowledge, but have also got the leadership capability – 

because those don’t necessarily go hand-in-hand’. 

Maintaining the technical talent base has been problematic for many years since 

organisations have tended not to regard technical excellence in the same way as leadership 

competence. But these skills are becoming scarce and organisation-critical in some cases - 

‘There are roles which are purely technical and also some that are purely leadership but many 

in-between. Technical talent is critical to the organisation but they are unlikely to get to 

director or VP and so as not to lose them there are now technical career pathways. This has 

not proven to be easy’.  

In one company the current talent management process distinguishes between two types of 

talent– ‘managerial’, and ‘individual contributor’. Many of the lower grades are individual 

contributors, who do not perhaps yet have any management responsibilities, but the 

individual contributor scale of reward and opportunity reaches the equivalent of Vice-

President level, so that those with very high levels of technical or specialist skills can be 

managed through talent management to senior levels, just as managerial grades.  

One organisation had three categories of talent to recognise the specialist – high potential for 

senior leadership, sustained performers who have reached their potential hierarchical level 

and ‘Key talent’. The latter are those who have specialist scientific or technical knowledge or 

capabilities. The definition for this category varies from function to function.  

But for those in talent management it is not just about leadership talent. In examining those 

areas that will make a difference strategically other specialist areas may be seen as critical –  

‘As an example in our wind business it’s not just about bringing graduate engineers as 

design work is done elsewhere.  The agenda for us is ‘who’s going to install them?’, as 

they are built in Denmark.  Not just about ‘do we have the next CEO?’ it’s equally 

about skilled engineering roles that will drive success’. 

But the nature of the technical leadership role is also changing. An example given by a 

pharmaceuticals firm: ‘manufacturing and R&R are closely aligned in our development 

process. This is needed in order to ensure manufacturability. Decisions about how to develop 

drugs involve commercial and manufacturing people early on’.  
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6E. DEFINING THE LEADERSHIP AND TALENT PIPELINE REQUIREMENTS 

These changes are being accompanied by other profound changes, each of which impacts 

decisions about how best to manage talent within an organisation: ‘Manufacturing is also 

changing, ‘global manufacturing and supply’ is expected in the next ten years to move to 

‘global supply and manufacturing’. Manufacturing is dispersed throughout the UK but the 

costs may well be much lower in other parts of the world. Third party manufacture is already 

widely used. Safety, efficacy and security of supply are paramount and then cost comes into 

consideration when making these location decisions. Within the company each site is treated 

as a commercial entity supplying product at commercial rates to the commercial division. If 

they can’t meet the requirements they will lose their supply contracts to other suppliers’.  So 

the management of third parties often working in partnership is becoming an increasingly 

important part of the leader’s role.  

In another company similar changes are noted – ‘Network strategy is now far more complex. 

Specialist suppliers need to be managed.  It is much less under the control of the firm and this 

requires a new set of skills. The new CEO has outlined 4 or 5 key priorities.  Building trust with 

employees and customers is an absolute priority’. 

In the pharmaceutical industry drug development is a key area. But here again the business 

model for innovation is changing - with the customer voice and the degree of regulation 

playing increasingly important roles:  

‘When the company developed all of its own products and a 12-year pipeline existed, 

it was much easier. 40% of new product now comes through our own R&D and this is 

expected to reduce. The company is looking at how to acquire at different stages of 

the overall development process from early discovery through to ‘ready for the 

development of a pilot plant’. So these changes require changes in leadership style 

and the knowledge and competence base of the leaders. In addition the risks are high 

in new drug development and leaders have to be able at times to respond to crises in 

appropriate ways’. 

Also there is a recognition that leadership is not necessarily a transferable skill – ‘It is an 

incestuous sector and how do we lock in and retain people as well as develop the necessary 

capabilities. We need to retain our knowledgeable people and we do it through our talent 

management and succession planning processes’.  So not only is it problematic recruiting 

people from outside the sector but there is the added challenge of retaining existing talent.  

The issue of the changing business environment and its impact on talent needs is not always 

readily appreciated by executives: 

‘While the traditional internal talent management approach has resulted in excellent 

senior management support for talent management initiatives, and has additional 

benefits such as the creation of a strong culture, it has also created a number of 

problems for changing talent management processes. With an average length of 

employment for the top one hundred executives of 23 years, the majority of managers 
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tend to view talent as a purely internal capability, a bit of a historical point of view. 

While the internal talent focus is great for things you’re good at, it’s taken quite a 

while for Talent Management to help the business to understand where it must look 

for external talent in areas in which it doesn’t have expertise’.  

 

6F. SUMMARY OF FACTORS THAT MAKE A DIFFERENCE 

Many of these trends are readily identifiable and need to be translated into concrete 

competency requirements in specific situations. There is the need to focus attention on those 

areas that will make a real difference to business success into the future. But also there is the 

need for those in talent management to make executives aware of the impact of these 

changes and commit to the focus for development. Companies will have different approaches 

to monitoring what is happening in the business environment and identifying the future 

capability needs. One company felt that its processes which involve executives served the 

purpose of bringing together expertise and raising awareness : 

‘The talent forums help here. They enable us to talk about how the business is 

changing: is there a new acquisition where talent needs sourcing. We work on talent 

across different companies - e.g. the bottling group, the Americas and we are looking 

to create shared talent forums with those on a more holistic basis. We have the 

annual people planning, and the talent forums are a way of keeping that process alive 

throughout the year and adapting to how things change - and they do all the time, 

nothing ever stays still!’. 

The speed of change is such in some organisations that one might question the whole notion 

of ’planning’ : ‘... with large shifting customer bases and constant new lines of business, some 

functions, structures and job requirements change too fast for very detailed succession 

planning … The speed of change in the organisation, particularly through acquisition, has 

meant that succession planning looks at talent more generally, for this sort of role, or a role at 

this level. We try to distinguish between the more ‘predictable’ moves, say from financial 

director for a line of business, up to financial director for lines across a region, and more 

wildcard succession planning, where you have to get more creative about it, thinking across 

lines of business, throwing more names into the ring, just to ensure that there’s that flexibility 

of thinking’. 

One approach adopted has been to create talent pools when ‘critical gaps’ in skill sets or 

experience have been identified within a particular organisational area. 

So we have seen that the talent process is being adjusted in response to changes in the 

business environment, the business model and the perceived need to change the 

organisation. Well-designed and deployed talent management processes will identify and 

take into account these changes as well as engage executives in the exploration of the issues. 
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7. THE PROCESS 

Talent management strategies are of limited impact without good implementation. The 

processes in place in the organisation and their effective application are essential ingredients. 

A number of issues, however, were raised including the need for tools to aid the process, 

working across matrix structures, cultural differences and sensitivity to them, transparency in 

the process, dealing with de-selection and creating stretch assignments. 

 

7A.  IDENTIFICATION THROUGH PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT PROCESSES 

Easily understood and used tools can help. The 9-box matrix was used in several cases with 

reported success: ‘A 9-box matrix is used in the assessment process, with performance 

assessments completed in January and then high potential listings being completed by mid-

May each year. Appraisals are undertaken by line managers and an attribution of ‘high-

potential’ is then subject to challenge and calibrated by managers the next level up. A 

maximum of 25% of managers are designated in the talent categories at any particular level 

of the management hierarchy’. This approach was seen as bringing objectivity into the overall 

process – ‘we definitely weren’t tuned into issues in the past; the 9-box grid was the key.  

Where we weren’t smart we didn’t give good enough support, advice about the difference 

between critical high performers and high potentials.  We are more and more creating an 

awareness and understanding of how to differentiate who will genuinely be future leaders, 

therefore a company Managing Director looking at high performers is having more open 

conversations’. 

The value of a toolkit as part of a well-articulated process was pointed out by one respondent 

– ‘Whilst we have had our talent management tool-kit available globally for more than 5 

years, the speed of the company’s growth – 48 acquisitions in 5 years, with some almost as 

big as the company itself – has meant that expanding the talent management system has 

sometimes been a challenge. When you’re having growth like that, then I think it’s re-

education of different people coming from different organisations, and also in some ways 

there needs to be some formalisation of how you manage the process.  If you’ve got a variety 

of people doing it in different ways, then you can lose some areas in the lack of synergy’.   

Making a standardised approach available to all managers can have clear benefits – ‘High 

potentials can be identified at any level within the organisation, and are identified through 

line manager’s use of nine globally-defined performance management tool-kits and job 

competency profiles, all of which are accessible by all line managers. The specific talent 

management tool-kit is based around a twelve-box grid which rates both current 

performance, and twenty dimensions of potential which it plots onto the talent management 

‘grid’. Within the grid structure, those that are placed in one of the 3 top-right hand boxes are 

classified as ‘top talent’, or ‘high potential’, because they combine the elements of 

outstanding current performance, and either medium- or high-potential overall’. 



Page | 30  

 

In addition to the performance management rating one company assesses evidence of a 

willingness to actively look for development opportunities and openness to a certain amount 

of mobility. 

 

7B. DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR TALENT 

Another form of toolkit is that which provides development opportunities for staff  – ‘The 

intranet also lists a large number of tool-kits, online learning programmes, guides, webcasts 

etc. all of which are mapped onto the company’s competency framework, and available at any 

time to any employee.’ 

Another approach reported was the use of an ‘experience navigator’ which ‘shows the 

experiences you need to gather to progress in every function; the experiences you are 

expected to go through before you are considered e.g. ‘done some great jobs but never 

managed anybody’.  We manage careers openly and tell people what experiences they need’. 

One company reported the use of the same process for talented occupational or technical 

specialists such as geologists or engineers as for management talent pools. 

A matrix reporting line can cause tensions for talent management when there are both 

functional and line management reporting responsibilities – and from an organisation with a 

well-established matrix structure ‘an example would be when a general manager might have 

final oversight of a high-potential ratification, and selects someone whom they work well 

with, but wouldn’t have been the choice of those with functional expertise in the area’.  

One issue facing the global organisation is working with cultural differences and finding ways 

of accommodating them within a standardised process: 

‘Different people in different countries have a different way.  In the UK it might be 

acceptable to have those conversations, whereas in the United Arab Emirates… To 

give you an example I was talking to someone in Asia recently if you say to someone, 

that you have an issue about their performance, it’s not uncommon then for those 

people to resign very shortly afterwards … they couldn’t live with the personal 

embarrassment of that, and more often than not they would resign and any 

conversation you might want to have about ‘oh, we can help you improve, and 

develop... and all the rest of it’ would be more difficult there, and people would take 

that as a bit of a significant negative reaction...  you still want to have an approach 

whereby different conversations are had’. 

One way of coping with cultural differences is to organise the business on a regional basis, 

thereby allowing regions a degree of autonomy. In one case Europe covers 13 countries and 

has developed its own processes. ‘This means that changes to HR or talent management 

processes would be fairly straight-forward within the European business, but more complex to 

synchronise with processes used in other world regions. There are some variations with the 
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European business in terms of the management of recruitment, but performance 

management processes are standardised’.  

 

7C. TRANSPARENCY OF THE TALENT MANAGEMENT PROCESS 

Transparency in the process is a challenge for many organisations. Just how transparent 

should the process be, in particular about who is on and off the ‘list’? Organisations gave 

different responses from totally transparent through to non-disclosure. At one end of the 

spectrum: ‘the talent management process is very transparent, with all individuals 

categorised by talent management informed of their position through the performance 

management feedback processes, and then this status is linked to the individual development 

plan drawn up with the line manager’.  

An approach which is dependent upon the line manager was reported by another:  

‘While interestingly, the feedback given by line managers to individual managers 

around performance management would not necessarily mean giving them a label, 

i.e. naming them as part of a talent pool, an individual would eventually get feedback 

on where they sit after the calibration’s been done as part of a broader talent 

conversation, within which individual managers would probably discern where they 

sat in the process, because these pools are developed in certain ways’.  

And a lack of policy was evident in another company – ‘Following the talent review boards, 

line managers can chose whether they explicitly communicate to any individual through 

feedback that they are now a high-potential within the organisation: this is where I guess we 

don’t have a policy as such. Some organisations are very, very transparent in this, and they’ll 

have a conversation and they’ll say it, and some really won’t, and it’s a secret list kept by HR. 

We give line managers the discretion to inform individuals or not. However, this has a 

downside for some as if they are not aware of their status they might not apply for 

development programmes on offer’. In another case: 

‘The ratified talent lists are held by HR and by senior management, but are not 

communicated explicitly to those on the talent list. However, at feedback sessions 

between manager and their line managers, it would be expected that line managers 

should make clear to talent list individuals that they are highly valued by the company 

and that we are keen to invest in their development’. 

A final comment referring to a down-side of non-disclosure: ‘The talent forums are not 

'behind closed doors' - we use them in conjunction with a transparent talent strategy so that 

we don't create mistrust’. 
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7D. DE-SELECTION FROM THE TALENT LIST 

Whilst the processes for identifying talent and reporting progress through means such as the 

9-box matrix are seen as providing a transparent and objective process, de-selection is a 

different issue. The process of re-designation out of the talent pool appears to result either 

through the line manager-delivered performance review, or through the calibration process 

of broader talent review meetings by senior managers. But for many managers the 

conversation with subordinates about progress upwards is much easier than the conversation 

about de-selection.  One example of the concern: 

‘Whilst the standardised performance management process provides reasonable 

equality in high-potential selection across the company’s operating companies and 

global regions, there is more variation in de-selection from high-potential listings. Line 

managers, who have to report the performance management changes, and 

communicate the change back to individual managers, feel perhaps ‘more discomfort’ 

when making decisions to remove individuals from the list. It is likely, therefore, that 

this reluctance results in less-timely de-selection than selection: on average people 

who are de-listed probably in most cases should have been de-listed one or two years 

earlier’.  

However this same respondent felt that ‘individuals should be given the benefit of the doubt, 

in general, to check that a rating drop isn’t just a ‘blip’, and also, because removal from the 

high-potential list is not something to be done lightly’.  Removal from the list does not imply 

that the individual is not a high performer but the impact of removal on motivation and 

intension to stay have to be managed – ‘As those just removed from the high-potential list are 

likely to still be in the top quartile of management performers, there is then the additional 

challenge as to how to keep someone motivated and make them feel there are opportunities 

within the company’.   

Within a large organisation, though, alternatives can be found e.g. sideways moves into other 

functions and operating companies, as well as roles with broader remits or larger scope at the 

same hierarchical level: 

‘Removal from the talent list in this company is not seen as precluding further 

promotion, only indicating the rate of progress is likely to be slower. Also presumably 

the company will invest less in the individual’s development. 

Being part of the talent pool does have this advantage of investment in personal 

development: ‘those on the talent list have several additional opportunities available to them, 

for example: we hope to prioritise our high-potentials for development programmes, for 

example management development. In addition, it is likely that high-potentials would be the 

first to attend any new management development programmes launched, and would have 

individual coaching made available to them. There is ‘no specific budget’ for development of 

high-potentials, but it is likely that high-potentials have access to a larger share of the 

development funds: ‘It probably works out like that but there’s nothing structured’. 
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Returning to the de-selection process - ‘So I think it’s a real challenge for managers, some of 

them feel quite uncomfortable having the conversation, and often I will try and guide them on 

this. If you’re telling someone they’re medium potential, and if you’re concerned about their 

reaction, it’s almost a case of ‘this is what I’m seeing so far, this is what you’re demonstrating 

in your current role, and about how you potentially could take on a bigger role with more 

responsibility, or at a level above where you currently sit. If you’re thinking actually you do 

have higher potential, and I [the line manager] am not seeing it, what can we do, what 

projects or experiences can I give you in order to see that. So it’s not trying to tell people they 

don’t have a career here, or they won’t get a promotion ever’.  

Where the talent list is not disclosed to individuals, one respondent did not see there being 

an issue with de-selection from the talent list, ‘as it doesn’t officially communicate 

membership of the talent group to individuals’. 

 

7E. ‘CREATING’ DEVELOPMENTAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE TALENT POOL 

A key mechanism for the development of high-potentials in global companies is international 

postings. In one global company: 

‘The traditional model has been for European and US managers to be posted to South 

America, Asia or Africa, with more reluctance for managers from those areas to make 

the equivalent trips. We are therefore looking at a range of shorter overseas postings 

for a range of high-potentials’.  

But there is clearly a need to create opportunities for the talent pool – ‘Whilst in the past we 

have often looked to the outside market to recruit talent, we are now looking to place greater 

emphasis on the development of internal talent, noting the need to compromise a bit more, 

and to shape the [job] position a bit more so we can give the opportunity to some of our 

internal people’.  

However, when it comes to international exposure there are a number of considerations in 

relation to the perceived needs and benefits. One global company, organised into four 

relatively discrete regions, expected senior managers to have some international experience 

within these regions, but does not expect them to necessarily have worked in more than one 

region: 

‘For people to get really key roles, it is about working across different lines of business 

so they have experience and understanding and also within different geographies. I 

don’t think it’s necessary for people to go to head office or have a stint in the US to 

get a top job… Some international experience can be gained without necessarily 

relocating, for example if a UK-based manager was given a role managing a French 

line of business, they might well continue to live in the UK and travel when necessary 

to the French office’.  
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But in this same company: ‘if you keep refusing opportunities for great roles [abroad], then it 

is more difficult to move up the organisation’.  Another organisation questions the future role 

for those who do not wish international assignments – ‘At a strategic level we are going into 

[one country] and [another country]; 20 degrees below or 100% humidity, not nice places.  

Starting to intervene more – not we will resource with the brave and the good but we will 

resource with the best.  Therefore we are clear that if you don’t take this job, if you want to 

stay in the head office... you won’t get the next big job after that.  But we are fighting in the 

real world where Generation Y won’t do it.  Don’t want to pay the cost to get the bigger job.  

Also there is an inability from our end to promise a specific future, the world is changing too 

fast.  Can say it will set you up but they can say I could get there by staying in [your home 

country]’. 

In the UK division of another global company there seemed to be a greater expectation on 

the part of managers that there would be the opportunity for international exposure: 

‘We provide a good 40% of our zone’s moving international talent. It is seen as part of 

personal development. Many return to the UK but there are situations where it is hard 

to bring them back. Typically if there were going out as an expat they would go on a 2 

or 3 year assignment with the assumption they would come back to the UK at the end 

of it. And what would tend to happen is if they were having a successful international 

career and they move from assignment to assignment they become a ‘centre-based’ 

expat and they are no longer owned by the UK’.  

However, rather than being organised it seems to be much more up to the individual to 

initiate the assignment – ‘we are this corporate blue chip organisation with good systems and 

processes in place and we do in some areas but with regards to international assignments it is 

still very much about being networked and finding the right opportunity for yourself, so there 

are still a lot of informal processes at work’. 

A slightly different approach to gain increased exposure was also evident: 

‘The current main focus of development for high-potential managers is on-the-job 

development, within which challenging projects, assignment and roles are pro-actively 

selected for particular high-potential managers, including attempts to move 

individuals across organisational silos; brokering talent across the organisation’.  

 

8. HOW TO ENSURE THAT TALENTED EMPLOYEES ARE USED EFFECTIVELY IN 

THE SHORT TERM, WHILST STILL DEVELOPED FOR THE LONG TERM 

The challenge facing the organisation was expressed by one respondent in a global 

organisation: 

‘Part of the discussion is the dilemma between short and long term.  How do we 

develop people for the future and ensure each experience is developing them for that.  

That’s a key discussion each October.  Looking at examples; if the organisation looked 
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like this [then] what are the implications for the capability of the business e.g. [how 

do we] target recruitment to build readiness lower down the organisation. Then there 

is the long-term challenge of growth in China and Asia Pacific; the challenge of getting 

them on the ground’. 

Another respondent identified the need to consider talent management from both the 

organisational and the individual perspective, but emphasises the need for the individual to 

be proactive: ‘We come at it from two perspectives, from the individual and the company.  For 

the individual, we have taken steps to talk to them.  More and more of my role is to meet 

them.  Where are they, where do they want to go, what are the different steps? Wider 

perspectives, pan-European projects.  I’m saying to them that you have to take ownership of 

your career, raising your hand, ‘what do I want to do, what am I prepared to do?’  Look where 

you are and the steps and issues you should focus on. It is then important that the company 

supports people’.  This personal acceptance of responsibility was identified by another – 

‘within the core people practice cycle we have performance management, and people 

planning (PPP). One of them is the CDAP process — career development action plan. It's a 

document created by the employee but then signed up to by the leader and HR. They set out 

the ideal next move and the long term stretch. These documents are very important in how we 

do things’. 

 

8A. TAKING RISKS WITH TALENT  

One issue is clearly giving people challenging roles for which they are not yet fully prepared – 

‘we should try and be bold and take risks with talent, giving people opportunities to learn. This 

kind of approach to promoting talent is quite a change for a traditionally risk-averse culture in 

the organisation’. This greater risk-taking with talent extends to more ‘negotiated’ career 

moves, with HR and executives suggesting roles for talent pool individuals which might not fit 

with their immediate career plans, but can be seen to develop other or broader skills to equip 

them for positions in two or even three roles time. This starts to give an avenue for longer-

term succession planning and career pathways. An addition to this process is the more recent 

designation of particular roles as potentially ‘developmental roles’ and ‘critical roles’. 

There are costs associated with people in roles, which are not part of the organisational head-

count. This may be particularly the case with those at an early stage in the talent journey  

‘When manufacturing is tasked with cutting costs and to take a graduate on rotation 

for a year will cost them £50k, the hard thing is finding sites willing to give graduates 

experience. Also they recognise that they are not going to be there for long and the 

return will be minimal. But we do have a good brand with graduates’. 

One respondent referred to practice with a previous employer – ‘as the business agenda 

keeps moving and flexing, we saw the short-term development as development for the long-

term - more opportunities, real exposure to different parts of the business even if they want to 

stay in their silo.  Especially at junior levels we do take longer-term decisions.  Every year a 
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decision is taken on 6 graduates.  Is there anything we want to do better across the business 

that will stimulate them, give them a challenge and expose them to us?  We have to be very 

thoughtful about which managers we put them with.  We know those people who are 

prepared to devote time and effort to coaching rather than an old lag who’s got no time for 

those youngsters, who is as likely to force them out of the door.  It becomes a snowball effect’. 

But some organisations do not have a particularly supportive culture – ‘Looking inside the 

organisation for talent first is a key principle of [the company’s] capability development 

strategy: ‘the danger often is, which I’ve seen in a number of businesses, is ‘let’s just go 

outside and see what’s in the marketplace’, which challenges whether we have true faith and 

belief in what we’re doing internally with the talent that we’re growing. And actually [looking 

to the internal talent pools first] sends a lot of messages that we do believe in this process, 

and that we are doing it for a reason and actually we are developing the next generation’. 

 

8B CAREERS FOR TALENT: PLANNED OR EMERGENT? 

An overall master plan seems inappropriate given the dynamic world of business, and 

opportunities have to be seized: 

‘We try to carefully plan moves in people’s careers.  Some trade-offs have to be made 

– sometimes in the short-term vs. in the long-term. We need to provide a development 

path.  Sometimes we get decisions around career moves wrong.  A recent example 

was a senior HR manager. It would have been ideal for her to take on a huge 

transformation project but her career required a move into general management.  

Normally ideal is to go for developmental role but sometimes we decide it’s not right 

in the short-term.  We debate this with them, educate and coach people not to think 

about careers as a linear process but come up with alternatives to get to their desired 

role.  Conversations are the key and being in networks of people who have the 

conversations’. 

 

9. HOW TO IDENTIFY THOSE AREAS WHERE CONSISTENCY OF APPROACH IS 

DESIRABLE AND TO ENSURE THAT IT EXISTS 

 

Two views support the need for consistency : 

‘Consistency in approach is seen as desirable and we try to ensure it exists, but we still 

find it doesn't!’; ‘I see it as good as it sets a global standard. People in the 

organisation know our ambition and expect that wherever they are they will be 

assessed and have conversations against a global standard.  The downside is trying to 

make it value-neutral’. 
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Where a scheme exists for assessing performance, then consistency in application is 

important, not only for decisions about future investment in people, but also for staff to feel 

that the organisation is fair in its treatment. The organisation referred to earlier which uses 

‘talent  calls’  on people (i.e. ratings of how they are seen as talent) has recently changed its 

talent calls with clearer criteria to make it easier to classify people according to where their 

potential lies - 'high potential'; 'key contributor'; 'critical professionals' and 'concerns'. ‘We go 

through the PPPs and hold calibration meetings and calls where we look across. So we hold 

them functionally (e.g. Sales VP and his business partner and I look at all sales directors across 

Europe). We take a functional view to calibrate and check on consistency’.  

Another approach to getting a consistent assessment is ‘to get multiple 

viewpoints on an individual's potential (maybe up to 5) so it's not just one person's 

viewpoint. This makes the final outcome more reliable’. In some cases this moves up to the 

top level – ‘When we have the big meeting with the president, we find that talent calls can 

change when the comparison is made with others [regions]. It's a subjective way of assessing 

potential, but we have evolved and improved it over the years. 

 

9A. CONSISTENCY ACROSS CULTURES 

Consistency across cultures may be over-ambitious - ‘Our models are very Anglo-Saxon.  

Culture is open enough [in our organisation] to debate around this, therefore in Asia 60% [of 

the talent management process is] group standard but 40% is flexible – we can cater for and 

discuss Asian values.  As an example a key part of the whole process is the networking in the 

bar where conversations happen and relationships are built – we recognise this as an informal 

part of the process.  In Asia managers don’t show up in the bar, as it’s not part of their culture 

because they don’t network that way’. 

One key element in overcoming the issues relating to consistency in application is the quality 

of the dialogue - ‘One must be willing to challenge their assumptions’.  A diverse management 

board as in one case comprising Brazilian, Belgian, Dutch, Swiss, Australian and Irish, ‘tends to 

drive different ways of thinking.  Not typical US/UK Board’ and should compensate for an 

Anglo Saxon approach. Developing a common understanding seems important through 

dialogue and review of practice. 

We earlier reported an example of an organisation that is divided into 4 regions worldwide 

and then, recognising that it does not need to apply all processes across all continents in 

precisely the same way, seeks consistency only within each region. This allows for the 

acceptance of cultural differences but could cause problems when looking at the top-most 

level of appointment. 

Most companies seem to operate with what respondents would describe as a strong overall 

HR framework but with local variation to meet regional or country legislation. But there were 

some alternative approaches in evidence: ‘The Head of global HR sets priorities and then, so 



Page | 38  

 

long as the local HR stays within this and are aligned to them, they can determine their own 

strategy framework’. Another respondent explained: 

We have a global competency framework and a leadership framework but as an 

illustration of how we work with the centre, in the UK we have defined five winning 

behaviours and we are starting to help employees understand. Winning behaviours 

are not about winning in the market place but rather making employees successful in 

[our organisation] and making [our organisation] the sort of place we want it to be. 

Another is  “pull together, win together and celebrate together” - it is around the type 

of behaviours that we want our culture to reflect and the type of environment we 

want to work in’. 

So most organisations appear to be pragmatic in accepting variations but within an overall 

framework. 

9B. SHARING TALENT PROCESSES ACROSS CULTURES 

Mechanisms for sharing what works and doesn’t in talent management across those 

responsible for the local application is not automatic but can have clear benefits in terms of 

getting some consistency into approaches and applications:  

‘Within zone Europe we have quarterly talent meetings with an update from the 

centre on corporate projects e.g. a new talent management system next year, 

activities to make sure we all understand the process, next year shifting the way we 

define high potentials, sharing best practice, networking. I’m in touch with [the 

division of our organisation based in] Spain because they are doing some great work’ 

But the transfer is two-way: ‘in the UK, the talent management strategy and process is more 

evolved than some of the other areas in zone Europe. We are currently going through a 

corporate audit and it has been picked up that we are transparent with people around being 

in the talent pool and what that means and how we manage it. One recommendation going 

back is that the centre should consider it and why we are not doing it elsewhere’.  

Another respondent pointed out that they are: 

‘managing development across the boundaries – we are sharing best practice in terms 

of programmes and are building a series of consistent development programmes 

rather than doing different things locally. Major difficulties are 2-fold: (i) convincing 

people with a vested local interest in these programmes to give up what they do and 

join the central one (ii) the speed at which the business wants this to happen – it takes 

time to build and get commitment, while the business is screaming out for the 

programmes’.  Another development – ‘We now have the network across Europe so 

that Talent Managers and L&D Managers across Europe are brought together as one 

population’.   

One of the issues raised relates to releasing well-regarded staff from local operations to move 

elsewhere for career purposes. So how are companies overcoming the protectionism of local 
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management when faced with the prospect of losing their best talent to other parts of the 

company?: ‘the change required a step change in attitudes but also compliance. There has got 

to be an element of this as well as the carrot.  ‘Fish rot from the head’, so the CEO needs to 

provide the right behaviours’. Another view – ‘There is still ‘protectionism’ in parts of the 

business – i.e. hang onto good people, but HR is very strong in pushing the message re: 

collaboration, sharing, and if you share good people you’re more likely to find good ones to 

take their place’. 

 

9C. HR INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY TO SUPPORT TALENT MANAGEMENT 

The adequacy or otherwise of the HR information systems was an issue causing considerable 

concern in some of the organisations, and some respondents were also passionate in their 

response both about the effectiveness of the system in meeting their needs and the means 

for bringing about change: 

• ‘The current one is awful so it wouldn’t take much to be different’ 

• ‘IT is rubbish! We haven't done very well on our global HR systems, although we have 

tried to sort it out, but it hasn't worked well’ 

• ‘Identification is only the beginning of the succession process, and even the relatively 

sophisticated current HR IT systems aren’t necessarily up to the task’ 

• ‘Information systems to support talent management appear basic at present but we 

need more than we have at present. The organisation has 100,000 people, so IT 

implementation is a nightmare’ 

• ‘No real sense of urgency in improving IT’.  

For some the systems seem to offer support: 

‘The IT talent system underpins processes – performance management, careers, 

development. It enables all managers and line managers and HR to use the same the 

system for all data.  It has enabled processes but we haven’t [yet] cracked the 

information side, reporting.  Reports going into talent reviews are standardised but 

people want to add so it mushrooms.  Management tend to want to use reviews too 

frequently and want too much information so we have a huge task to simplify it 

again’. 

Most respondents are in organisations with an ERP system in place but they generally seem 

to be inadequate: ‘Basically [our organisation] globally went through a massive systems 

implementation of an ERP system two or three years ago ……. and as part of that we 

automatically got the talent management system which is awful, awful, awful. It is very 

labour intensive, doesn’t actually help you with the analysis of data at all, it has not even got 

a search capability.  It is literally a data entry system’.  

This leads this person to expend considerable time and energy producing reports manually 

for Board meetings: 
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‘You can’t run a report to say what proportion of our marketing function is in the 

talent pool or how strong the pipeline is.  You can’t run a report to find personal 

details of the people in the talent pool; you can’t record their career aspirations and 

match them to jobs. The appraisal information is in the broad system but not 

integrated’.  

The problem of lack of integration across systems is evident in many organisations. The ability 

to integrate the system seems to be a common issue even where the data is kept in one 

place: ‘we have a Global Talent Management System but there are a number of issues with it. 

I envisaged it as a database with everyone's personal plans and people profiles and bench 

charts, and then you could almost interrogate the system so I could do searches. But this is not 

the case. So what we have is a static system … This has been disappointing and I've had to 

supplement it with spreadsheets’: 

‘There is an IT based recruitment system, an appraisal system which is paper based 

and [a proprietary talent management system] for other areas, but they are not 

integrated’. 

So what are the possibilities? One response from an IT vendor – ‘despite the range of 

specialist HR software now available to talent management, there ‘isn’t really one out there 

which does what it should do’.  

A number of respondents are considering acquiring a ‘stand-alone’ system. Alternatively they 

are seeking to get their IT departments to implement changes to the current system. The 

former is fairly quick but of limited value in an international organisation with talent 

management dispersed across it. The latter, even if they can get the need onto the agenda, is 

a long-term solution which could take years to get off the ground. Where the UK is a county 

operation and the central services elsewhere there is the need also to persuade central HR of 

the need. Even then the centre might well go for a stand-alone solution: 

‘Succession planning in fast-moving organisations is an ever-more complicated task. 

It’s great, we can all identify our talent, we can all say, this person will be ready for 

promotion in 18 months, we can all say “this is the successor to this person”, but 

actually, what then?’ 

However, those managers who are putting together data for reports should be in a position 

to specify needs – ‘Having completed a large project involving manually analysing talent 

management information the team now has been able to detail the functionality they require 

from the HR systems. Consequently they are moving towards integrated analysis of 360 

degree appraisals, talent pool profiles, CV’s and recruitment information, which has started to 

give them better visibility of the talent pipeline, and the capability profile across the 

organisation’. Another indicated requirements as she saw it: 

‘We need a system which allows the capture of information on talent in a consistent 

way, consistent definitions of what emerging talent means and of what leadership 

watch means, also including technical talent and then how we grade them. We also 
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need the capability to retrieve data on available talent for any post, with full details 

and to use the same system for talent reviews and to capture development actions’.  

 

10. THE ROLE OF HR 

We have already highlighted aspects of the role of talent managers as business partners. Also, 

as highlighted by one respondent the, ideal situation might be one where HR is more than a 

business partner by sharing in Board-level responsibility: 

‘The group director sees how talent is articulated in a business as holistic, from 

acquisition through development – the end-to-end of talent’. This Group Director is 

working to move talent management from being viewed within the company as a 

‘process’ to it being a ‘mindset’ which drives decision-making; a move towards 

viewing talent management and people development as ‘a core lever of how we 

operate as a business – whether it’s leadership, technical, or the core skills you need in 

a business [the question must be] - do we have the people capability to deliver that?’ 

There is a clear indication from respondents that they see themselves as facilitators of the 

process. But HR currently seems to assume both overall responsibilities for the design of an 

appropriate process and for the process for designing a talent strategy. Then HR seeks to 

transfer the operation of the process to line management – ‘ The performance reviews and 

talent review boards are all run by line managers, while we would facilitate all the talent 

review boards [at all levels], so it gives the manager the ability to comment without 

facilitating the discussion or doing the calibration of the rating.’  

HR may then be seen as custodians of the process and with some responsibility for ensuring it 

is ‘properly’ administered: 

‘[We] have a supporting role to the line, for example in helping determine whether a 

particular role should be ‘open post’ – available for application from any manager, or 

[instead] succession planned: it’s a difficulty of ‘do we open post every single role’, or 

do we say “we didn’t open that role, because we gave it to somebody following a 

talent review board”’.  

This transfer of ownership was illustrated along with the tension by another respondent -‘We 

are keen to have local line management take ownership of the talent management process, 

and through the talent review meetings they make many of the key decisions.  HR business 

partners and local HR officers are then responsible for the management of the data from the 

talent review meetings, and there has recently been a far greater degree of centralisation of 

the process from HR and the Talent Management function, with the data being held centrally, 

and the processes being developed Europe-wide. HR is keen to strike a balance between HR 

and line management ownership of the process: on the one hand it is very important that we 

have some level of standardisation, developing people across organisational boundaries, 

across business unit boundaries. And on the other hand if we want local ownership we have to 

have some flexibility’. Not untypically: 
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‘The majority of executives in the local units and the countries are less interested in 

‘talent’ or understand the requirements around it as well.  What’s made the difference 

for us is our CEO absolutely understands the talent dimension and has made it one of 

the 4 strategic cornerstones of the way we run our business.  He talks talent the whole 

time and expects to see the identification and development of talented people 

wherever he goes.  He does the selling job for us - has made a real difference to the 

business’.  

So it might appear that for many there is not the need for a ‘sales role’. But as another 

respondent pointed out: ‘But local managers can say, “We have to do this because the boss 

says so”.  Therefore, HR’s job is to reinforce the why’. 

 

10A. FRONT-LINE HR AS LOCAL TALENT MANAGEMENT? 

A clear statement about a role for local talent management: 

‘We have dedicated talent managers in each country.  It’s about ‘brokering’ of talent 

– it’s a recognised role.  They continually talk to business leaders about their 

requirements and help them identify people from our talent network across the group 

and this gives us credibility.  We can find individuals that a local business manager 

may not have a clue about, and we get them to talk to each other.  Functional 

business lines in UK will report to a European functional manager who will consider 

talent in the European arena and this escalates to Global level.  There’s a real 

understanding now about conversations re: potential candidates who don’t come 

from the immediate vicinity’. 

One key area where the talent management process seems to hit problems is that of de-

selection. Here there is the opportunity for training and coaching of line management. Also 

talent managers have a role to play in ensuring that these decisions are progressed – ‘… it 

applies at the senior level, making sure we do something about the people who have 

appeared too long on the talent list and the justification for them remaining on the talent list 

is gone or diminishing’. 

A fundamental concern was expressed by one highly-experienced respondent in questioning 

the ability of HR to deliver talent management: 

‘I’m naturally sceptical – the fundamental problem is HR doesn’t understand talent. 

The function has been deskilled over the past 20 years. The knowledge and skills lies 

with consultants who sell what they know while HR has no clear vision or point of view 

of what it should be. HR doesn’t have the deep technical competence and should be 

pushed back to personnel with Learning and Development and Organisational 

Development staying with the professionals’.  

It is interesting to note that many respondents had not been in post for long. If the talent job 

in itself is seen as a development role for those in HR and incumbents move fairly quickly, it 
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seems unlikely that relationships will be built within the business. But then once the 

processes are fully embedded within organisations the talent management role may well be 

redundant. 

11.    CONCLUSIONS 

This study set out to investigate how companies in the Henley Centre for HR Excellence are 

tackling a number of key challenges in relation to talent management. It followed the 

publication of a background report based on a review of current practices as reported in the 

literature. 

The main findings are: 

• How to relate talent management strategy to business strategy. 

There is clearly no one best way. Each set of circumstances led to approaches being 

different. But it was clear that in some cases the agenda for talent management was 

being driven by the CEO, often in partnership with HR. In such cases alignment was 

seen to be less of a problem. But where this was not the case those responsible for 

talent management then reported taking opportunities as they arose to raise the 

issue at board level. These opportunities may have been the result of an external 

stimulus or something over which HR had greater control. However, being prepared 

with a strong message aligning to the business needs and in some cases supporting 

evidence and timing are all important.  

• How best to get the commitment and engagement of senior executives across 

businesses and functions in achieving a common goal. 

One key ingredient is getting a common language used throughout the organisation, 

something particularly difficult where business units cross both business lines and 

countries each with a high degree of autonomy. One key aspect appears to be gaining 

acceptance about what needs to be common across organisations and where local 

variation is appropriate and acceptable. Visible support from the CEO is likely to have 

a considerable impact on acceptability and local commitment. 

• How to monitor and evaluate the process.  

There was a wide divergence of opinion on how to monitor and evaluate. Some 

questioned the value of anything other than very basic measures. Others appeared to 

operate in a culture of ‘measurement’ and sought a range of metrics, both 

quantitative and qualitative, to review the impact of the talent management process. 

The CEO being convinced of the need for and the success of the process was seen as 

possibly the main requirement. Clearly ‘success builds on success’, so talent managers 

have made use of success stories in both justifying the costs involved and promoting 

the value. Where responsibility for talent management has been transferred to the 

line, the metrics ideally become part of the regular appraisal process. 

• How to identify those areas where a difference to the bottom line is most likely. 

Our earlier report identified the need to focus talent management in those areas that 

were likely to have a real impact on the business. During periods of turbulence in the 

business environment this may prove difficult. Never the less organisations were 

recognising where talent shortages could have a major impact on the long-term 

sustainability of the enterprise. This included key technical areas as well as 
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leadership. In these technical areas companies had also identified where technical 

leadership is needed requiring a high level of competence in both areas 

Some organisations had in place processes for identifying the priority areas, both 

current and into the future, and translating them into new requirements of 

leadership. In the main these involved workshops with executives. But a key 

requirement identified was to keep the process straightforward with the minimum 

demands placed on the executive time prior to workshops and then to keep this 

process alive in the sense of it not being seen as a one off event but rather an on-

going requirement of the executive to be tackled with passion.   

• The processes 

How to identify those areas where consistency of approach is desirable and to ensure 

that it exists. 

Toolkits were used in some organisations to achieve consistency but these were seen 

as needing to be simple to understand and covering both current performance and 

assessment against clear potential competence needs for future leadership roles. The 

quality of assessment is improved through calibration by a team, which also brings 

about greater long-term consistency.  

Toolkits were also used to support talent in identifying their own development needs, 

in identifying suitable means for development and accessing learning materials. These 

were related to the competence framework used by the organisation. 

Some degree of standardisation is both desirable and feasible but then local 

differences require a different approach e.g. to giving feedback to staff and the 

management of the talent pool in different cultural settings. By splitting the 

organisation into regions they have developed acceptable ways of accommodating 

difference in culture which allows the implementation of the process for managing 

the talent pool to be adapted to local needs. 

The degree to which the talent management process is transparent varied. This was 

not only influenced by cultural differences across regions but also the culture of the 

organisation. This seemed to be an area of concern with some having no clear policy 

on the issue. 

De-selection from the talent list was also seen as challenging. Many recognised the 

need for a more rigorous approach but this depends upon line management being 

prepared to take the tough decisions and communicate them. It was recognised that 

they have to be sensitive to the individual’s needs and to find ways of ensuring that 

staff did not decide they had no future in the business, as they were clearly highly 

valued staff. HR has a role to play in helping line managers in preparing themselves 

for this process.  

How to ensure that talented employees are used effectively in the short term whilst 

still developed for the long term  

International exposure was one of the key development needs for future leaders in 

global organisations. This includes those from less economically developed regions 

being exposed to European and US operations, something which has proven at times 

more difficult to manage than exposure in the other direction. However there was 

some evidence that younger managers from Europe and the US are increasingly less 

willing to uproot themselves. Turning down international assignments might prove 

career limiting which then obviously reduces the talent pool. But it is also recognised 

that in a dynamic business environment gaining international exposure does not lead 
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to a guarantee of a satisfactory move back to the home base. It was recognised that 

there needs to be some flexibility in fitting people to jobs as the potential talent may 

not be the ideal choice as seen by local management. So the host management has to 

be wiling to take some risk for the wider benefit of the organisation.  

Some organisations look to the individual to take the initiative using their own 

networks to create opportunities – a further test of their leadership potential. Other 

respondents indicated a planned process tailored to individual needs.  

How to establish future talent needs in a rapidly changing environment. 

It is clear that some organisations are experiencing rapid changes – the shift from 

‘global manufacturing and supply’ to ‘global supply and manufacturing’; the move to 

open innovation; the movement of manufacturing between sites; the shift in 

emphasis to emerging markets. But leadership is not necessarily a transferrable skill. 

In some environments there is the need for technical knowledge combined with 

leadership capability. Much of what is being done about establishing future talent 

needs is built on linking talent strategy to the overall business strategy and the 

approaches used to achieve this.  

How to best manage talent development across national and organisational 

boundaries. 

Defining those areas where consistency in approach is essential is an important step. 

So a strong overall HR framework helps, backed up by support from the executive. 

The quality of the dialogue seems paramount and this can be helped by having 

representation from different cultures involved in both the definition of processes 

and in their regular review. It seems important not to lose sight of the end goal and to 

then accept that a degree of pragmatism is necessary. 

Issues relate to the release of talent by local companies to enable their development 

through a different exposure. There is certainly a degree of protectionism that has to 

be overcome by using whatever combination of levers is available. 

Sharing best practice in talent development across organisations is not universal but 

is seen by some as leading to a more consistent approach and one which leads to 

improved overall talent management across boundaries. This can create a role for 

local talent managers rather than everything being imposed from the centre, with the 

chance of rejection or manipulation locally. 

How to specify information system requirements to support effective talent 

management processes. 

This area was reported as particularly challenging by most respondents. There is even 

evidence from IT systems vendors that existing systems do not really meet the needs 

of those required to report into the board and manage the talent process effectively. 

For many the data is collected but due to a lack of integration between the various 

systems in which it is collected it proves extremely difficult to extract it without a lot 

of manual work. This wastes time and effort on activities which add little value and do 

not utilise talent managers effectively. Talent managers appear to feel vulnerable due 

to the inadequacies in their systems. But bringing about change is not 

straightforward. Those who seek to influence the development of the overall system 

see this as being a long-term project. However being able to articulate the needs of 

the system is a good first step. Stand-alone systems are unlikely to solve the problems 

of integration.  
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How to make it happen. 

The presence of HR with a particular interest in talent issues at board level clearly can 

lead to an emphasis not only on gaining support to put systems in place but also in 

making it happen. However much depends upon a positive response from and active 

engagement by line management but board actions are likely to influence their 

attitudes and behaviours. But also HR has a role to play in supporting line 

management through developing processes which are fit for purpose and not over-

elaborate, through training, through offering support and coaching e.g. in dealing 

with difficult conversations with those whose performance is not longer at the 

required level.  

But the transfer of ownership of talent management to the line is key. Many steps are 

being taken to achieve this. They include building in to appraisal systems and reward 

systems achievements in nurturing and developing talent. But HR has then a role in 

constantly reinforcing the messages about talent management and pushing it with 

the line as and when opportunities arise.  

 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE CURRENT ECONOMIC CLIMATE 

One final issue was raised when we presented the findings: what is the impact of the current 

economic dislocation? The rapidly changing economic climate has produced shock waves 

through some organisations. For talent managers there is the need to look through two 

lenses: 

1. The immediate 

 

This presents a number of issues 

• Measures are needed to retain existing talent and this involves assessing just how fit they 

are for the immediate future they are facing. This is problematic across a divisionalised 

company. Getting ‘line of site’ is not easy when we are operating to such short time 

horizons. 

• Areas such as risk management, being able to take tough decisions and managing the 

talented in a difficult environment are taking priority.  How do those without relevant 

experience gain appropriate ‘fast-track’ development opportunities in these areas? 

• There is the need to support leaders who feel responsibility for the current situation with 

a consequent sense of guilt and, in turn, developing the leaders’ capability in supporting  

staff. This is happening at a time when the purpose is unclear. 

• In a crisis situation the time frames for action are possibly as short as 60/90 days, whilst 

talent processes often operate on an annual cycle. 

 

2. The longer term 

 

This presents a number of different challenges 

• Securing talent including those with rather different competencies from what was looked 

for previously e.g. agility, flexibility, resilience, lateral thinking and courage. This is at a 

time when bonuses will be severely curtailed with a potential impact on motivation. 

• It is unclear whether supply and demand is a problem or not 
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• There will be new business opportunities to be seized which will arise as a result of the 

financial crisis through changes in governance and reward structures as well as attitudes 

towards risk.  How can talent management support these?  

• At the end of the day we need to look for passion about the business, authenticity and 

pragmatism. 

 

These dimensions are present in the current competency frameworks but not necessarily 

aligned with the needs of the current and future organisation due to the different emphasis 

being placed as recession moves forward. There is undoubtedly an increased emphasis on a 

results focus. The talent pool needs to be viewed as just that and people moved into essential 

roles for the organisation where their strengths will be well deployed. Development for those 

on the talent pool will be through the challenge of getting results in the short term through 

other people.   

One of the clear changes due to recession is that many managers will be faced with having to 

manage in a tough situation, something of which they may not have any experience. There is 

the need for change agency skills and authentic leadership. 

But not all organisations are being required to make immediate adjustments due to the 

financial crisis. For some the challenge is the lack of growth in developed and largely mature 

markets and the need for talent in areas with rapid growth potential for which the 

organisation has established stretch targets for business development over the next three 

years e.g. in the BRICs. They are confident that they know what is required of their talent. 

Here the issues tend to be: 

1. Faced with growing competition from emerging companies, the retention of local 

talent in whom the firm has invested in development. This involves aligning 

aspirations and making the opportunities more visible in the market place 

2. Accelerating the development of local talent through secondments etc 

3. Assessing the % of the talent pool who have the capability to scale up to a higher 

level of organisational activity and how to give them relevant exposure. 

4. In emerging markets leaders need to be able to gain a good understanding of the 

customer and the environment. 

 

 

 

 

 


