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Talent Management: The New Reality 
An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

Talent-management practices ... fall into two distinct and equally 

dysfunctional camps: doing nothing or relying on complex and 

bureaucratic systems that grew up in an era when business was 

highly predictable.          – Peter Cappelli  

If you’re struggling to get the talent profile right, you’re not alone. It seems that 

talent management at the staffing level – with unanticipated swings from surplus to 

shortfall – plagues companies young and long-established alike. Even company 

giants like Dow Chemical and Capital One struggle to get some control of talent 

flow so they have the people with the skills they need to get the work done.  

 

What’s the problem and what can you do about it? 

According to Peter Cappelli, Wharton School 

Professor of Management and leading authority on 

Talent Management, the reason so many struggle 

with talent management is that established best 

practice doesn’t work.  

Yes, you still need to find talented people and keep 

them, but the ways to do that - along with the 

timeframes and the tools - have all changed. For 

example, staff and succession planning are 

outmoded, because staffing needs change quickly, 

and specialists move rapidly in and out of jobs.  

So the time frames are shortened, sometimes to months not years or decades.  

There’s a new reality  

Here’s a picture of the new reality. You’ll recognise some elements immediately, 

as they’re almost cliché: changes in technology, global business growth, advances 

in communication and well, just a faster, instant gratification planet.  

 Business is a just-in-time at best - and a largely uncertain - world. Skills you 

paid dearly for one year might be superseded by skills you didn’t know 

existed the year before.  

 

 There isn’t time to train people from within, so outside hiring has become 

the norm. This can affect motivation and morale, with all that implies.  
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 Employees don’t stay put. It’s 

ordinary to have many careers 

in a lifetime, with swings and 

roundabouts from employee to 

entrepreneur to life on the road 

as a consultant. There’s no 

stigma to becoming a student 

at any age, and many do, 

opening new career 

opportunities via that route.    

 

A big, costly disconnect 

Most people are aware of these realities, yet few have developed tools for working 

to these timeframes. Yet it isn’t surprising that companies continue to rely on 

traditional definitions of talent management and conventional manpower planning 

tools. Over many years, we perfected a long-term planning linear approach: plan 

staffing and succession; then, recruit and develop the people you need. 

Throughout the 1980s, for example, businesses grew talent; that is, they hired in 

at entry level and promoted from within, planning ten years at a time. The big 

problem they faced was retention.  

By the 1990s that model was still in practice but not working. Giants like GE and 

IBM had a surplus of talent on board and started laying people off, signalling after 

the fact that their forecasting models were out of date. But there was a huge pool 

of the talented unemployed available for recruitment, so succession planning and 

forecasting remained the tools of choice.  

Hanging on doesn’t work 

The shift to shorter timeframes and just-in-time 

staffing is not reflected in staffing practice. 

People still forecast in order to recruit and 

develop talent - but seem surprised when new 

people move on or confounded when suddenly 

there are too many people in a function. The 

disconnect between reality and current practice 

produces anxiety, unease, and primarily two 

dysfunctional responses: keep doing what you 

did before, eyes closed hoping it will work; or, do 

nothing and hire outside.  
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Those who do understand the dynamics see that outside hiring is expensive and 

uncertain; so, to keep from being caught short on skills, some take a Deep Bench 

or Inventory approach, which has you hiring more people than you need in a field. 

But that means talented people have to bide their time until you call on their highly-

specialised professional talents – which few endure for long.  

The new paradigm – coping with uncertainty    

 

So where are we? Business is charged with uncertainty along every dimension. 

The long-serving employee corps is history. You can’t project needs, so traditional 

staff and succession planning practices comprise a separately spinning universe 

disconnected from reality. It’s time to retire company-wide staff planning, talent 

forecasts and the other tools that aimed for prediction and control.  

Oh boy. So is there a new paradigm?  

  

Yes, Professor Cappelli says. The new paradigm is coping with 

uncertainty. Here are some suggestions for doing that in your 

organisation starting today.  

   

 

1      Redefine talent management 

Start by considering Talent Management at the right level; take a bird’s eye 

view of the dynamics of today’s employer/employee world. 

It isn’t any longer a planning activity, and nor is it a matter of developing and 

retaining talent. It is, rather, a matter of spotting talent and getting the talent 

in just in time, so you have the people with the skills to get the work done. 

2      Find the common denominators 

For staff planning, identify the common denominator skills across managerial 

jobs. Those are the skills most managers in your organisation will need, 

irrespective of changing specialism, such as coaching, managing virtual 
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teams, and creating a climate for trust, open communication and honest 

conversations – and spotting talent. 

Become expert at describing those abilities, so you can include the right 

descriptions in job postings. Gather information from specialists on the job 

about what knowledge, skills, capabilities and attitudes they project for the 

next year or two.    

3       Share the responsibility  

Make staff planning part of everyone’s job and rely on the local teams and 

business units to let you know when they need more – or to reduce – staff. 

This has worked very well in highly-efficient and profitable companies such 

as Nucor Steel.  

Train every person with supervisory responsibility to report changes in 

skills/capabilities required in their areas. Develop a continuous up/down 

communication capability. HR should consult on an ongoing basis across the 

organisation.    

 4      Become nimble  

The new paradigm requires a nimble, flexible, well informed and responsive 

HR function, comfortable working without medium- or long-term plans and 

with only short-term succession plans. These are keys to maintaining some 

balance between surplus and shortfall.   

 5       Develop simulations 

In the method of supply chain management, ask experts – managers and 

non-management specialists – at operating unit level to develop simulations. 

That is, they posit several sets of assumptions about what drives the demand 

for talent and the build/buy costs. Ask the experts to assess the simulations.   

 6      Rely on the operating units 

Leave decisions about which simulations to pursue with the operating units. 

Given that they are working to shorter time scales, they will be best placed to 

know when needs change and the organisation needs new people on the 

job.  

The operating units may find this less of a change than Human Resources. 

Business has become more and more decentralised, with operating units 

accustomed to profit and loss responsibility. This responsibility engages 

employees and even contractors in a close look at the unit’s requirements 

and provides a sense of ownership that can help you retain talent.    
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 7      Rely on judgment plus intuition  

Getting what you really need in the mix - what kind and how many – 

necessarily involves subjective judgment, intuition and objective judgment 

based on experience. Keep the discussions local and wide open to ideas; 

diverge before converging, and foster creative approaches.   

 8      Weave talent management and business strategies 

At the company level, make sure business strategy and talent management 

are iterative. Of necessity, both are now relatively short-term plans that 

inform one another.   

 9      Consider a new recruitment paradigm 

Recruitment is more important than hiring practice in attracting the right 

group of applicants. The new paradigm suggests that you need to find and 

hire highly specialised people faster than before. If you have equipped the 

organisation with skilled people and process managers, hiring specialists 

who may not stay for the long haul is more straightforward.  

This suggests that you start a campaign to market the organisation, and that 

you sell the job in each recruitment ad, just as you would sell to a customer. 

Be very clear: we’re looking for this, not that; here’s what’s good, here’s 

what’s hard. Be precise about the terms of engagement.    

 10    Make the culture change 

For many, this talent management paradigm shift is a culture change, in that 

things are unsettled and uncertain. And there are key role changes that some 

prefer not to undertake yet must, in order to avoid confusion, anxiety, unease 

and unsound investment in outdated practices.  

 Make short-term projections yet accept that you’ll probably be wrong, 

even though the cost of being wrong is that you have a surplus or a 

shortfall.  

 

 Don’t expect people to be right anymore; just good at estimating. 

  

 Redefine HR’s role as understanding the ins and outs of specialist 

jobs, teaching operating managers and staff specialists to create and 

assess simulations, and writing precise marketing-wise job postings.  

 

 Mesh strategic business planning with HR planning – all short-term - 

as a joint Human Capital activity.  

 

 Train technical specialists to create simulations and interview skills.    
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