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Building a Talent Brand

Attract and Develop the Best and Brightest to Remain Competitive

By Thomas . Fuller

In today’s increasingly
complex business environ-
ment, companies are com-
peting fiercely for talent
as they struggle to main-
tain the pace of innova-
tion. Talent is perhaps
the only remaining sus-
tainable competitive ad-
vantage in the globalized
economy where access to
capital seems limitless
and the speed of change
relentless.

The traditional corporate
arena is in the process of
being redefined. In the
global struggle for market
share, winning the battle
for the most capable lead-
ers can be decisive. While
CEO turnover, and that of
other c-level executives,
continues on a frenetic
pace, recent studies by re-
nowned management and
leadership experts Jim
Collins, Peter Capelli and
Nitin Nohria all suggest that
the quality of leadership is
the single most important
driver of corporate perform-
ance and shareholder value.

While talent is critical to
success, it is also becoming
scarcer by the day. Numer-
ous studies indicate a seis-
mic demographic shift,
pointing to a continual de-
cline in the executive popu-
lation. In addition, the
“supply” problem is further
compounded by the progres-
sively more sophisticated
competencies being de-
manded of the executives of
today and tomorrow. In an
increasingly complex and
globally integrated environ-
ment, managers need to
demonstrate cultural versa-
tility, entrepreneurial abil-
ity and the influencing skills

to manage geographically
dispersed teams within
matrixed organizations.

The specialization and com-
plexity being defined in
many of today’s emerging
roles is staggering. CIO’s
are expected to transform
into Chief Efficiency Offi-
cers, Chief Security Officers
are no longer just minding
the activity at the front
door, risk management is
top of mind with most of
today’s CEQ’s; at the same
time, many companies
struggle to maintain a true
connection with their cus-
tomer and anyone who can
truly drive business strategy
and transformation is being
sought after with rock-star
status.

In a recent McKinsey study,
an overwhelming majority
of corporate officers sur-
veyed stated that their
companies had “insufficient
talent sometimes” or were
“chronically talent-short
across the board”. Clearly,
companies that focus on
raising the talent quotient
and innovate in this area
today will rule the markets
tomorrow.

Aligning Talent
with Strategy
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their strategic business ob-
jectives, but also with the
career objectives and per-
sonal aspirations of top tal-
ent. Then, a relentless dili-
gence in communicating this
alignment effectively
through a corporate talent
brand is necessary to attract
and retain the best and
brightest.

“There’s lots of talk but
little effort...

Most corporate HR Depart-
ments spend less than 5%
of their budgets on this
powerful long-term
solution. In direct
contrast, firms that have
taken the time to invest
in building a great
employment brand like
Google and Southwest
Airlines have not only
dominated their
industries, but have
turned the common talent
shortage problem into a
more desirable talent
"sorting” problem.”

That communication extends
to all interactions with tal-
ent, both present and pro-
spective, in much the same
way as the most successful
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brands manage their inter-
actions with consumers. In
order to truly connect with
top talent, an investment in
flexibility and understand-
ing of the key drivers that
influence executives’ deci-
sions to join and remain
with a company is critical.
From the very first commu-
nication and at each and
every touch point thereaf-
ter, optimize the relation-
ship by aligning with the
interests and needs of top
talent; this begins with the
interview process, and con-
tinues through ongoing per-
formance management,
skills development and all
other interactions.

Talent-focused organiza-
tions understand that, while
compensation remains im-
portant, it is the corporate
fabric, the opportunity for
challenge and personal de-
velopment opportunities,
and the internal talent quo-
tient that drive choice and
loyalty. The very best like
to work with the very best.
Top performers also engage
in active career manage-
ment, and seek opportuni-
ties to develop the skills,
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The question arises
then, what can com-
panies do to compete
effectively in the
market for talent? In
our experience, com-
panies that seek a
dual alignment of
their talent manage-
ment strategies are
winning the  war.
That means not only
being aligned with
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competencies, and relation-
ships that are required for
them to stay at their peak
and continue to grow. They
expect to be assigned roles
that prepare them for in-
creasingly complex and pro-
fessionally challenging op-
portunities.

At the same time, execu-
tives have become more
mobile, ever more so glob-
ally. Ever since the em-
ployee/employer “life-time
contract” was broken in the
late 1970s, executives are
rarely spending their entire
career with one company.
With this in mind, one might
assume that organizations
that invest heavily in their
talent run the risk of be-
coming the training ground
for other organizations con-
tent to poach this invest-
ment. On the contrary, it is
no secret that companies
that have diligently and
faithfully built their talent
brand - companies like Gen-
eral Electric, Nokia, Procter
& Gamble and Pepsi - are
also most effective at re-
taining their talent. At
these companies, building a
talent brand is a mindset
that is all-pervasive, com-
pany-wide strategic impera-
tive that is deeply rooted in
the company’s DNA and
clearly communicated inter-
nally as well as externally.

Reach the “Target
Customer”

To build a talent brand that
attracts and retains top
talent, it helps to build the
overall corporate brand.
Clearly, executives respond
quickly to calls from our
office when pitching market
leaders and innovators; they
are also less likely to leave
these organizations. Like a
consumer brand, the talent
brand is built through clear
effective use of all commu-
nication channels to reach
the “target customer”.
Proactive management of
every touch point with cur-

rent and potential employees
is critical, leaving no ambigu-
ity about the company’s
commitment to a system of
talent management in which
employees are treated as
vital customers of the busi-
ness.

This mindset needs to be
deliberately applied to the
interview process, all the
way through final candidate
selection, referencing, com-
pensation negotiations and
on-boarding. The stark real-
ity is that very few compa-
nies develop a thoughtful
strategy about who should do
the interviewing and what
each person should be assess-
ing, as well as the value
proposition they should be
communicating about their
organization and the oppor-
tunity at hand. Word of
mouth, within and beyond an
organization, is built on
these interactions and goes a
long way in reinforcing the
talent brand, positively or
negatively.

Great brands are built on
great experiences, not just
great messages. Companies
need to go beyond simply
paying lip service to talent
management by jotting it
onto the corporate agenda.
Talent management needs to
be woven into the fabric and
structure of the organization.
The cornerstones of talent
management are an effective
competency-based assess-
ment mechanism for both
internal and external talent,
an objective review and
feedback process, recogniz-
ing and providing develop-
ment opportunities for top
talent, and decisive action in
the case of underperformers.
Only when talent manage-
ment is a CEO priority can an
organization align its strate-
gic and business processes
with its talent management
objectives.  When sponsor-
ship begins at the top and is
infused throughout the or-
ganization - when it is part of
the DNA and culture - talent

within and beyond the or-
ganization gets the message
that their needs will be un-
derstood and met by this
employer.

Executive Transition
Critical to Long-term
Success

Successfully on-boarding sen-
ior executives is one area we
see tremendous room for
improvement among most
companies. We view this as
a shared responsibility be-
tween the incoming execu-
tive and the hiring organiza-
tion (see our article,
“Executive Fit—Planning Ef-
fective Executive Transi-
tion”). The initial few
months are perhaps the most
crucial for building loyalty
and ensuring eventual suc-
cess.

It’s no secret that the cost of
a failed hire is immeasurably

high and causes negative
reverberations throughout
the organization. Conse-

quently, a well orchestrated
integration process is critical
to enhancing the likelihood
of success in the new assign-
ment. It is imperative for top
management or the board to
take responsibility for the
success of the new hire, and
to facilitate the cultural ac-
climatization of the new ex-
ecutive in the critical first
months. It is equally impor-
tant to establish a two-way
feedback mechanism that
highlights and resolves early
integration issues and chal-
lenges.

Flexible Approach

In order to build retention,
talent must continuously
nurtured, invested in and
built upon in tandem with
the company’s business
needs and strategies. Devel-
opment plans and retention
strategies, however, cannot
be a “one-size-fits-all”
proposition, as that approach
will no longer deliver the
desired results with today’s

talent. Rather, look to find
solutions specific to individ-
ual challenges and com-
plexities. To an increasing
extent, companies are look-
ing to ensure alignment
with individual needs and
goals. The focus must be on
making individual employ-
ees feel valued by even
large, distributed organiza-
tions and ensuring that this
customization drives desired
behaviors across an increas-
ingly diverse workforce.

If an organization is to stay
aligned with the needs of its
high performers, talent
management cannot be a
one-time systematic review,
but must be an ongoing part
of a company’s core strat-
egy. The talent market is
highly fluid, demanding and
dynamic. The needs of the
organization and the needs
of top talent are in constant
flux and require a continu-
ous assessment and re-
newal. Companies must be
innovative in terms of how
and where they look for
new talent, and insightful
enough to anticipate the
new types of role that will
emerge as the global mar-
kets change.

As many of our clients are
experiencing, the war for
talent is a fact of today’s
economy and tomorrow’s
business challenge; and few
battles are as important to
the success of companies in
all industries. Those com-
panies that are best posi-
tioned to win this war will
be clearly and strategically
aligned with the personal
and professional needs of
top performers, and will
capture their loyalty by
continually renewing this
alignment. Building a talent
brand well-known in this
regard, with the organiza-
tional capability to deliver -
is and will remain the ulti-
mate competitive advan-
tage for years to come.
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