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Introduction

The following paper is based on PeopleTree Group’s experience of helping 
companies implement talent management programs over the last 16 years. 
We have assisted both small local companies as well as large multi-national 
corporations, and despite differences in scale, location, industry and culture, we 
have found the following four problems to be common across all of them when 
implementing a talent management process:

  It is too complex for key stakeholders to understand
  It is too expensive to implement beyond a small select group
  It is too administratively intensive to sustai
  It is too difficult to scale

This paper will address each of these issues in turn, discuss the implications and 
propose solutions. However, the starting point should be clarity about the purpose 
of any talent management process.

The Purpose of a Talent Management Process

There is no inherent value in the talent an individual has, the value is dependent 
on the fit of that talent to the challenges of the context. The cliché that “my best 
sales person became my worst sales manager” is a cliché because it happens so 
often. Moving people from a context in which their talent has high value (good fit 
with context) to a context where their talent has low value (poor fit with context) 
makes no sense, yet it is done repeatedly, because past performance is seen as the  
best predictor of future performance. Let's take a look at what that looks like visually.
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When an individual is placed in a context (current context), it  to understand 
the challenges, learn new skills and build relationships. The faster they are able to 
do this, the faster they are able to add value. The better the fit between the talent 
of the person and the requirements of the context, the greater the probability 
of success. 

However, the business context is dynamic and two things are likely to change. 
First, the context can change thereby shifting the requirements for success, e.g. 
marketing an established product to launching a new product. What was a good 
talent to context fit can quickly become a poor fit and the value of the person is 
diminished (even though they have not fundamentally changed). Second, the person 
may be required to change context ( job/position/role) and the process of learning, 
building and adapting has to begin again.

The purpose of any talent management process is to manage this dynamic 
interaction between the talent of the person and the requirements of the context. 
The way in which this is done is by selecting the right talent strategy to optimize 
value. A popular description of these strategies is build (develop), buy (recruit), 
borrow (outsource), bind (retain) and boot (terminate). When a talent management 
program is working correctly, the company is able to manage this “value curve” 
effectively for every person.

Current
context

The value line

Talent optimised 
to context

Needs orientation
and development

Redefine development 
requirements

Future
context

How to create Simple, Scalable, Sustainable Talent Analytics
3

© 2014 by Peopletree Talent Analytics. All rights reserved



 

It is the management of this seemingly simple “talent value” process that leads to 
the four challenges described above.

What it takes to manage talent value 
in a constantly changing environment

Requirement 1: Data

Without data, a company can only rely on opinion, but whose opinion is right? 
The answer is that there is no one correct opinion. HR may not know enough about 
the person or the business context. The manager only has their own subjective 
opinion that is influenced by a number of factors that create bias and they may not 
be fully aware of the requirements for success, even though they know what 
success looks like. Executives are too far removed from the individuals and the 
operational conditions to have sufficient data to form an accurate opinion.

How data impacts the four problems:

 It is too complex for key stakeholders to understand

 a. Each level in the organization operates at a different level of complexity. 
 In the pursuit of a “single unifying theory of everything”, competency models,  
 technology and business processes are designed to be a “one-size fits all” 
 which  means that it is too simple for some levels and too complex for others.

1

How to create Simple, Scalable, Sustainable Talent Analytics
4

Current
context

The value line

Talent optimised 
to context

Needs orientation
and development

Redefine development 
requirements

Future
context

© 2014 by Peopletree Talent Analytics. All rights reserved



 b. The “curse of expertise”, means that with HR, or Centers of Excellence,   
 developing these models and processes, what appears simple to an expert, 
 is inaccessible an incomprehensible to the average person.

 It is too expensive to implement beyond a small select group

 a. The data collection processes will usually involve some form of technology  
 that is expensive, not just financially, but in time and effort.

 b. Assessment technologies are not expensive to use for hiring, or for assessing  
 small groups of people, but they become very expensive to scale when you   
 need data for everyone.

 It is too administratively intensive to sustain

 Data quality is dependent on accuracy, relevance, completeness and recency  
 (is it up to date). The more data points you need, the more difficult it is to   
 maintain the quality of the data.

 It is too difficult to scale

 Rolling out a complex process, with complex technology, complex language   
 and complex communication usually means that talent management is focused  
 on the “top 10%”, leaving a data void for the other 90%.

Requirement 2: Adaptive technology
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The value of data increases with utility, or usefulness. In order to use technology to 
increase data utility, it needs to be able to manage the conversion from raw data 
into applied wisdom.

There is no shortage of data in organizations, but there is a shortage of meaningful 
data (information). Without a clear understanding of what data is relevant, who 
should provide it, when should it be collected and what influences the people 
providing the data, you can’t always assume the data, the building blocks of 
everything else, is reliable.

To turn information into knowledge you need to add context. Most technology 
solutions are built around common HR structures, processes and activities across a 
range of different businesses but require extensive customization to fit with a 
particular business. A fundamental shift in these generic, traditional HR practices is 
difficult, if not impossible, for a non-adaptive technology to respond to, and yet this 
is what creates competitive differentiation.

To shift from knowledge to wisdom you need to help the relevant people apply this 
knowledge to their work environment. This means integrating expert insight into the 
technology and making the output practical, understandable and actionable for the 
people using it.

How non-adaptive technology exacerbates the four problems:

 It is too complex for key stakeholders to understand

 a. The technology is built with the (HR) customer in mind, but the majority of  
 users are not HR experts. 

 b. Expert users use the system frequently and usually have intensive training,  
 but the majority of users only access it occasionally and struggle to remember  
 how to complete various tasks.

  It is too expensive to implement beyond a small select group

  
 a. The larger ERP HR systems require significant financial investment to set-up  
 the base module, and then significant customization to adapt the talent   
 management modules.
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 b. Most assessment technology is designed to generate a report, but the data is  
 “trapped” in the report format and cannot be used for other purposes. This leads  
 to numerous spreadsheets that hold various data points, reside in a folder no  
 one but the owner knows about, and disappears when the owner of the   
 spreadsheet leaves.

 It is too administratively intensive to sustain

 The technology is the means of data collection, but collecting data requires   
 someone to enter it into the system. Talent management system user interfaces  
 are not engaging, intuitive and useful to the person who is required  to enter the  
 data. This means extensive follow-up and compliance management to get   
 people to put data in and keep it up to date.

 It is too difficult to scale

 ERP HR systems are built around a single data model, how much data and   
 what data you collect for executives, is not the same set of data requirements  
 that you would need for frontline staff. Because talent management systems are  
 generally focused on the top 10%, where you would want to measure lots of  
 data points because of the complexity of work, they are not suitable for the   
 other 90%, where you would want to measure fewer data points, due to lower  
 complexity.

Requirement 3: Insight and application

The last step in the process of converting data into wisdom requires you to answer 
the question, “What does this mean for me as a HR professional/ Manager/ 
Executive/Employee?” This usually requires an expert to analyze and synthesize the 
information and make it applicable to the specific end user.

The traditional data output of talent management systems is usually a 9-cell 
performance potential matrix, a report with lots of bars and graphs indicating 
strengths and development areas, and the “baseball card” succession report. 
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To evaluate the usefulness of any reports we can use four criteria:

 Personalized: Does this information provide insight into a specific individual?
 Contextualized: Is this information relevant to my situation?
 Prioritized: Does it help me focus on the most important issues?
 Customized: Does it tell me what to do next? 

Most reports will meet one or two of these criteria, but usually fail to bridge the gap 
between information and wisdom by making the reader of the report more 
knowledgeable, i.e. they consolidate data but don’t provide insight.

How lack of insight and application creates the four problems:

 It is too complex for key stakeholders to understand

 a. The output is too difficult to interpret by anyone other than an expert and  
 there are not enough experts.

 b. The reports provide data and information, but don’t “connect the dots”   
 between the various HR processes of recruitment, performance management,  
 training and development, succession management and retention and reward.

 It is too expensive to implement beyond a small select group

 Because experts are required to interpret the reports, and experts are an   
 expensive resource, it is too costly to provide this interpretation service to   
 everyone.

 It is too administratively intensive to sustain

 Many talent systems are built on the model of defining job requirements and  
 creating talent profiles for people. Because organizational structures change so  
 often, the administration involved to keep all job requirements up to date is too  
 difficult to sustain.
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 It is too difficult to scale

 The more data you collect, the more possible variables and points there are to   
 connect. The complexity and diversity of even relative small businesses makes 
 it difficult to develop enough experts that have a sufficient knowledge of the   
 business to make the connections between the people data and the 
 operational  environment.

In Summary

Complexity is the number one challenge in business today. Whether it is making complex 
products easy for customers to use, or complex relationships easy for employees to understand. 
Technology can be an enabler that makes managing complex business problems easier, but only 
if it can effectively overcome three key challenges:

 Collect, store, share and effectively use the data that is required to make decisions.
 
 Provide an adaptive platform that is easy to use, engages users and scales cost effectively.

 Creates insight and knowledge that is practical, applicable and seen to add value   
 to a variety of different users.

Traditional HR talent systems have become blotted, wanting to do everything and in 
the process increasing the complexity and decreasing user engagement and value.Traditional 
assessment technologies have become better at collecting data, but increasingly overwhelming 
in the amount of data they provide and decreasingly useful in what that data means.

Designing the technology that can overcome these challenges is not about incremental 
improvement of what is, but a radical re-think in what should be and how it could be. To some 
extent, solutions to these problems have been created outside of HR, e.g. Facebook’s level of 
user engagement, Google’s data analytics and Apple’s integration of user data across multiple 
devices. 

For the last three years PeopleTree has been working on creating a new solution that integrates 
the best technology solutions outside of HR and combines that with the HR expertise acquired 
over 16 years. 

Make the most of all the talent in your company
info@peopletreegroup.com www.peopletreegroup.com


