Talent Development

Are you winning the war for talent? Three out of four HR managers say attracting and retaining the best is their top priority. What secret weapons might your competitors be using? Mark Hawkswell set to work to find out.

Organisations face many new challenges, and one significant issue is proving to be quite a provocation. A recent study by the Corporate Executive board in the US revealed that three-quarters of senior human resource managers said that “attracting and retaining talent” was their number one priority.

It is quite clear that key people do contribute significantly to an organisation’s overall success. Bill Gates stated that Microsoft could not have achieved what it has without the significant input of 20 key employees. This means that losing high achievers with the intellectual knowledge they possess can really hurt a company.

Talent probably means different things for different companies. Each company, with its unique operating sphere, is looking for key skills and attributes relevant to the context of its business. Talent isn’t just about leadership and management, it is also about looking for the right talent to match the company’s core business strength. An example of this might be a courier company which prides itself on outstanding customer service, and so is likely to not only need capable drivers, but drivers who also demonstrate high empathy and strong organisational skills.

Is it desirable, though, to place a considerable emphasis on the recruitment of high achievers? Enron made it a policy to employ 250 MBA graduates each year. Long Term Capital Management not only made it a policy to employ MBA graduates, they also employed Nobel prize winners. Both these companies imploded - yet their determination was to forcefully promote talent over experience. 

The problem with having too many high achievers is that you can turn the organisation into a battleground. And the war gets even more intense if you have limited opportunities for employee advancement! 

I have found that many high achievers end up on the rocks, due to their own or their company’s inability to manage their darker traits. Most humans have dysfunctional features, but it may be that the high achiever has more than most. It is often the case that ego-centric personality traits drive the high achiever onwards and upwards, leaving their more stable compatriots trailing in their wake. The trouble is that these shadier characteristics can become particularly caustic when the person is placed under stress, causing lots of interpersonal conflict and friction. These days, organisations flourish through the co-operation of employees, not through the use of political positioning and internal power struggles. 

Bill Torbert, dean of one of the business schools in Boston found that a certain type of personality was able to make major change a reality in organisations. This individual doesn’t necessarily have to be the leader, just a highly-respected, prominent team member who has influence. He describes this individual as a post-conventional thinker whose ‘conceptual thinking’ or ‘meaning-making’ ability is enlarged compared to that of their conventional peers. This highly capable individual is known as a Strategist (from the work of Harvard psychologist Dr Susanne Cook-Greuter).  

Organisational consultants Elaine Barker and David Rooke describe Strategists as having the ability to really ‘go deep’ to get embroiled and even entangled in a subject, problem or activity. Yet, whilst most people would get lost or confused in this labyrinth, I’ve noticed that the Strategist simultaneously has the ability and awareness to step back and see the challenge within its broader context. Whilst most conventional thinkers ‘cannot see the wood for the trees’ the strategist can not only see the trees, but they also see the wood together with the surrounding landscape. 

Professor Chris Jackson at Queensland University has studied performance over many years and his observations predict that the best performers are also the best learners. He identified several characteristics relevant to learning, but probably the most notable trait is that of ‘sensation seeking’. 

Someone exhibiting high ‘sensation seeking’ qualities will freely and curiously jump in and explore their environment.  Evolutionary psychologists might describe them as the intrepid adventurer who pushed outwards beyond the conventions of the group to explore and chart new territories, to push our species onwards and upwards. It is obvious then that sensation seekers are more likely to take risks and to innovate.  Risk-taking is critical to a company’s success. No organisation can stand still, they have to experiment and move forward. Of course, any risk needs to be calculated and well thought through.  The people I have measured as high sensation seekers, and who at the same time are successful, have also shown strong emotional intelligence. This ‘EQ factor’ is often missing in those high sensation seekers who push themselves beyond what is realistically possible, taking themselves and the company over the cliff to destruction. 

Talent is not just about learning, possessing certain skills, ability and having the right mindset, it’s also about having the right opportunity. Talent is more likely to thrive if both the culture and the team that the individual operates within support their potential talent. It makes sense that a high performer is likely to be stifled and inhibited in a poorly-functioning team. It may even be true that average employees perform far beyond expectations in highly supportive and exemplary teams. 

It seems to me that organisations need to shift their focus from individual talent to embracing team talent. Team talent may ultimately be the most significant form of competitive advantage a company has to offer. Professor Michael West at the Aston School of Management has rigorously analysed team dynamics, and in one of his significant studies in the NHS he concluded that highly effective teams could reduce patient mortality by 33%.   

With limited means to hold on to the cosseted achiever, teams could represent the most significant way of keeping high performers. Members of effective teams report significantly lower levels of stress, which comes from the feeling of camaraderie, and they also describe a heightened sense of belonging that comes from team membership. Team members also cite substantial opportunities to learn and develop from other team members, more so than they could on their own.     

Another respected researcher, Dr Michael Apter, established that humans operate through paired personal states of effectiveness.  There are four pairs of states. When we operate from one of these states we will take on a particular mindset and exhibit feelings associated with that state. If we are functioning optimally we are able to switch form one state to the other.  A person or team operating sub-optimally will get stuck in one of these pairings and could find it hard to navigate to the other paired state. 

One of these pairings is seriousness versus playfulness. Dr Apter, through his applied research, proposes that a playful state is often more strongly correlated with sustained high performance, probably because it allows the individual to enter into a flow state. At the same time the brain seems to make more neuronal connections in this playful state. The serious state has lots of benefits associated with it, not least being able to determine one’s goals and vision. However cultures which are epidemically serious may inadvertently discourage high performance. People and teams that get stuck in the serious state are more likely to suffer from tension, anxiety and consequential thinking with stifles both innovation and risk taking. Talented individuals may find it extremely hard to be - and do - their best under these conditions.

Two other paired states are conformity and rebelliousness. Most organisations favour conformity, but many high performers are rebellious by nature. Challenging rules, structures, paradigms and procedures is natural for the more rebellious type of talented thinker. Of course rebelliousness has its downside yet organisations are missing a real opportunity if they chastise and penalise those who are more freely able to tap into their rebellious state.

Another useful state is that of mastery. A high performer will have a strong sense of self-efficacy which will lead to a feeling of mastery. However mastery is also about the organisation providing all the necessary tools for the individual to do the job effectively, including sufficient training and development.

Mastery can be is a double-edged sword. Mastery’s paired state is sympathy, which is the ability to show care to others and to develop strong relationships. A high performer who is strong in mastery but lacking in sympathy may treat his or her compatriots as objects to be exploited and manipulated. 

I find it useful to measure both an individual’s and a team’s potential through the use of a number of psychometric and self-reporting instruments. But what do you do once you have identified areas for development? One of the best processes for development is ‘Clean Language’ and ‘Clean Space’.  Penny Tompkins and James Lawley developed these processes whilst studying the work of the eminent psychotherapist David Grove. ‘Clean Language’ and ‘Clean Space’ offer far more ways to facilitate change than most standard coaching processes. They do this by helping the client to utilise metaphors as a way of working with the client’s unconscious. Those of you have been working with change will recognise that change is more likely to happen if the full weight of the client’s unconscious mind is bought to bear.        

How to find and develop talent

· Be sure you know what skills you need to develop for the organisation’s future success.

· Find people for the selection process.  Use your imagination to find people – for example, if you are in the scientific arena look to see who has developed patents, and source delegates at conferences that could fit your business.

· Psychometrics - Measure ‘meaning making’ and the person’s ‘learning ability’. It will also be useful to explore an individual’s potential ‘shadow side’, especially for senior management positions. Once the ‘shadow side’ has been unearthed, then it is critical to appoint a good coach to help the individual manage these traits. 

· Employees increasingly have an upper hand, as the company can no longer guarantee standard promises of ‘security’ and ‘stability’ to the employee. You  need to be creative in finding new ways to satisfy these individuals 
· Find the motivational triggers, those things that will personally satisfy the talented individual.

· Measure your teams’ effectiveness by benchmarking against other similar teams.

· Facilitate your teams to high performance to enable talent to flourish.   

· Develop a nurturing and caring company. Incorporate a sense of playfulness.  

· Develop your experienced people, not just your most talented.

· Provide the individual with all the tools and resources they need in order to be able to do the job effectively. 

· Hold ‘inquests’ if talented people leave.

Mark Hawkswell is a learning and development consultant specialising in the area of recruiting, training, coaching and team development
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