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From human resources to talent 
management 

Back in 1997, three consultants from 
McKinseys wrote a book for the Harvard 
Business School Press called The war for 
talent. It asserted that the new frontier for 
successful companies is talent. They argued 
that in the current market place, companies 
which strongly believe in having better talent 
at all levels are the ones who will outperform 
their competitors. Sixteen years later, were 
they right? 

On the face of it, there is nothing to disagree 
with in their statement. It’s simply one step 
further than the motherhood statement, “Our 
people are our greatest asset”. But we all 
know how trite or empty that statement can 
be. If talent really is that important to our 
company’s success, what does that mean in 
practical terms? 

Beyond “People are our 
greatest asset” 
The concept of talent is definitely one step 
further from “people are our greatest asset”. 
It points to the question: What are the key 
capabilities that will enable us to fulfil the 
strategic priorities of our organisation, now 
and heading into the future?  

This is a big question. It points us firstly 
towards the individuals who are of particular 
value to the organisation, either in view of 
their “high potential" for the future or 
because they are fulfilling critical business or 
operational roles now. And it drives us to ask 
“What are the things that enable our  
organisation to build its collective capability?” 

To deal with these questions squarely we 
need to pull together every single function 

and aspect of people management in the 
organisation.  

From human resources to 
talent management 
The human resources (HR) role has tried to do 
this in an administrative sense. Instead of 
functions like recruitment and performance 
management being dealt with in a haphazard 
way, or not at all, the existence of HR has 
meant that someone is taking active 
responsibility for these functions, and has 
worked out a set of suitable processes for 
handling them. 

The “war for talent” manifesto brought home 
to organisations that their people also have to 
be managed in a way that has a positive 
benefit for the company’s business 
performance. Recruitment, for example, not 
only has to be done “correctly” (e.g. 
efficiently and in compliance with equal 
employment laws), it also has to be carried 
out strategically. 

Accordingly, talent management is a process 
that has developed as organisations steer 
their HR processes towards managing their 
employee talent more effectively, including: 

• attracting and recruiting exceptional 
candidates with relevant skills and 
experience 

• establishing a salary structure that is 
competitive with the market 

• providing attractive learning and 
development opportunities 

• managing performance actively and 
appropriately  
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• addressing retention and engagement 
through a variety of initiatives 

• addressing succession and promotion 
issues. 

Talent management can go 
wrong 
However, talent management is not as easy as 
it might sound. Enron is a good example. Yes, 
remember Enron? For years it was lauded as a 
great company, and then the horrible truth 
came out when the company collapsed with 
losses of over $US30 billion. It was all a lie. 
What makes Enron relevant here is that its 
talent management policy was core to its 
culture and strategy. 

How can a talent management strategy go 
wrong? The answer is, in lots of ways, 
because talent management is a multi-faceted 
endeavour that has to be developed over 
time. A Bersin report in 2008 reported that 
only 5 percent of organisations had a clear 
talent management strategy and operational 
programs in place. 

Talent management has to have robust 
processes and it also has to have traction in 
the company’s culture. But the Enron disaster 
reveals how talent management efforts can 
go astray. The message that executives in 
Enron took on board was that talent 

management is about “star” performers, and 
stars have to be cultivated and privileged if 
the company is to be successful.  

Exalting “stars” 
What was the outcome? A culture where 
people who were considered to be highly 
talented were given free rein. All the 
emphasis was on stars. People who were 
identified as stars were fast-tracked into 
executive roles, paid handsomely and given 
free rein to do whatever they wanted, 
without the reality check of performance 
reviews.  

It may seem exciting to talk about stars. Pithy 
sayings like “A successful corporation is only 
as strong as its stars” roll off the tongue 
easily. But the organisations that are 
successful over the long term approach talent 
in a more robust manner.  

They ask, “Who are the key people who will 
enable us to fulfil the strategic priorities of 
our organisation, now and heading into the 
future?” But they also ask, “How do we get 
people to work together to build our 
collective capability?”  

The answer requires a commitment over time 
to build consistent, purposeful systems and a 
culture that support talented individuals and 
collective effort.
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