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What is Talent?







Executive Research Association Meeting
20 April 2005, London
Good morning.  When Simon asked me to speak he told me that the theme of the day was “targeting of talent” I made a very bad decision – I decided to try to answer the question “What is talent?”.  Looking at an audience of researchers I feel that I might have been better choosing the question “where is talent?” – after all that is your daily question.

“What is talent?” has turned out to be a tough question, and I am not sure that I have an answer.  I feel a little like the person who climbed the Himalayas to the guru’s cave to ask “what is the meaning of life?” and got the answer “Oh I was hoping you might be able to tell me dear boy…”   It is the sort of question that you used to find in the General Paper of the Oxford entrance exams.  There is no one answer, but you can be certain that in the interview they will ask “Can you support your wild assertions Mr. Mill?”  Let me try, and please permit me to ruminate, ramble and philosophise a little.
Why did I choose this topic?  There are several reasons:

1. Back in the autumn I took part in an AESC meeting for researchers.  One of my fellow Panellists, Andrew Garner, said something which struck me strongly – “how can you tell if anyone is any good just by talking to them on the telephone?”  That did two things for me.  First it emphasised to me just how very difficult and challenging your job is.  Second it started me thinking about what I use to try to differentiate the talented from the ordinary.
2. The second reason behind my choice of topic is straightforward.  To be able to recognise talent, to know it when you see it – or in your cases very often just hear it – you must have an idea what it is.

3. The use of the word “talent” has become commonplace -  almost, but not quite in the category of “celebrity” – and the commonplace merits frequent revisiting and challenge.   In doing this I have been influenced by two articles.  You have heard of the “War for Talent”.  I wonder if the three McKinsey consultants who wrote the “War for Talent” article in 1997 now look back and blush.  Their model of the successful application of talent was Enron.  …… The other key article on the subject of talent appeared in the New Yorker magazine in 2002.  It was written by Malcom Gladwell (The Tipping Point), and its title was “The Talent Myth”.
The McKinsey thesis “War for Talent” could be parodied as suggesting that all you need is “talent” – a generalised propensity to perform well.  Fill your organisation with talented people, nurture them and challenge them with things they have not done before, and organisational success will be yours.  You paid the “As” zillions of dollars, affirmed and encouraged the “Bs” …  and fired all the “Cs”.  It had a profound effect, and reinforced such ideas as “hire attitude, train skills”  … not a totally bad idea, but somewhat different than our evidence- based way of looking at achievement.  The suggestion seemed to be that if you had this magical talent you could do anything – particularly if you had worked for McKinsey or BCG - and had been to Harvard Business School.  It wasn’t what you had done that mattered – it was where you had been and who you were.  “Know What” and perhaps “Know Who” triumphing over “Know How”.
With the benefit of my great friend Hindsight this seems to me to have been an incredibly backward step - more about the playing fields of Eton than about business.  But this idea of generalised talent with its elitist, almost aristocratic, tone grew with the dot.com bubble and the illusion of great riches that went with it – an illusion that many, if not most of us, wanted to be true.
The market crash and the exposure of Enron  - and others – pricked that bubble, and Malcolm Gladwell caught that moment and its consequences in the New Yorker.  If you haven’t read the article I strongly recommend that you do – I’d be happy to e-mail a copy.

So back to “What is Talent?”.   We are here in one of the homes of the ballet, Sadler’s Wells Theatre … all the children who go to the Royal Ballet School have talent – that is a talent that you can see, and you can see it instantly.  You may not be able to grade it in the way that the Ballet School’s examiners do – but we can see it if it exists – and we can particularly see when it does not.  I think of all the little Miss Plum Fairies in their tutus of Thelwell dimensions.
I remember my colleague Ed at Honeywell Europe in the early 1970s.  Ed came from Hoboken in New Jersey, and he rose to become a fairly senior VP in Honeywell.  During the Second World War he wrote to his mother and told her that he had been made a radar technician.  Mom wrote back and said “That’s nice Dear…”  Ed didn’t feel that was enough recognition of his achievement, and wrote again saying, “No Mom, they say I have talent.  I get to fix the radar as well as operate it.”  And Mom wrote back “God save the dear old US of A”.
Now one of the things we are saying to our clients – whether we are researchers or consultants – is that we can recognise and assess talent.  That is what we are undertaking to do, so we need to think about the nature of talent.
Is talent absolute and general, or is it circumstantial and specific?
Is talent something just for the moment, or is it something that grows?  Can it be helped to grow?
Is talent the same as competence?

Dictionaries tend to define talent in terms of “a marked innate ability” or “natural endowment of a superior quality”.
I tend to find these definitions cruel – they suggest that talent is something you either have or don’t have – and if you don’t have it you can’t get it.  They are part of the tyranny of the normal distribution in which one tail is worthwhile, and the other tail is worth nothing.
Michelangelo is supposed to have said “I hope I may always desire more than I can accomplish”.

George Eliot in a more down to earth way said “It is never too late to be what you might have been” – what a wonderful dose of optimism and humanity, I prefer that one.
There was also a long forgotten Victorian novelist who said “Talent does what it can, genius does what it must”.
Can you target talent, or do you just know it when you find it? – for consultants face-to-face, for researchers from behind your ever-so-beautiful bluetooth headsets.
I know that there is at least one researcher in this audience who has a current commission to identify talent among Japanese nationals in Europe – quite stretching as an assignment if talent is not defined more specifically.  I will return to this daunting task later.
Those who have worked with me – and there are a few survivors in the audience – will know that I use the phrase “he didn’t make my socks move” – but when my socks do move that is a sure sign of talent in the candidate.
Others have put it about that I make my judgments based on the shoes the candidate is wearing.  I am told that I have been known to ask a candidate in a video interview to stand up so that I could see his feet ….  I don’t remember it, but we all need our myths.  My old friend Christopher Tilly, now retired from search, was told by one of his early bosses that he should always interview candidates for key positions in a hotel … “Take a room on the first or second floor, overlooking the car park.  Watch how he walks into the hotel – nobody with flat feet ever made a good manager ….”
One of the things that you as researchers do not have to suffer is the hotel lobby – we have to sit in the lobby of the Schiphol Hilton or the Frankfurt Airport Sheraton eying up the talent as it comes through the door …. Oh please God, don’t let it be him …

I had one of those moments recently, at 7am in a dull hotel lobby in High Wycombe – I contented myself with thinking that it was at least one up from Neasden or Milton Keynes at 7am …. I saw him and said “Oh please God, don’t let it be him” … but it was him, and do you know five minutes later my socks were racing up and down.
He was offered the job, but he didn’t accept it – his current employer gave him a £500k bribe to stay, a no-brainer for him.  He was 50% above the top of the salary range in the spec, he was wrong in many other respects but he made my socks move.  And he must have made a researcher’s socks move …. are you here Sharon? … Sharon just seemed to have a sense that this was the right person, and didn’t let go – of either me or him – until she had got us to meet.
What enabled that piece of talent targeting?  Well undoubtedly structured research led to the identification of the potential candidate, but intuition seems to have carried the process beyond that point.
I started my thinking for this talk with a note which said:  “Structured approach versus intuitive approach”.  It is clear that this is misleading – there is a need for both structure and intuition – we might even say that structure facilitates the operation of intuition, allows intuition to play.  On the other hand intuition without structure is weak, and has trouble justifying its conclusions.  Similarly structure without intuition is empty and feels like half a job.
My 7am meeting in High Wycombe turned into an HMO, a  hosiery mobility occasion, because the researcher’s intuition overcame my structured objections.  That is not the first time that that has happened.
There is another person here who pursued an outstanding candidate for a very senior assignment with an international organisation.  The target was a German national based in Moscow, a Vice-Chairman of a top co-ordinating committee of the Comecon countries, who had been educated in the United States and Israel.  He had everything we wanted, and was the product of a great piece of research, but there was something not right  … and as we picked at this man’s history, including the loss of his PhD records in a fire in the registry of a US university, we found a trail that led straight back to the front door of Mossad headquarters in Israel.  I could also tell you about the fake Royal Navy officer whose gaudy ring gave him away, and whose fake Oxford degree certificate had a Cambridge crest on it, or the infamous candidate, who is starting a longish stay in a nasty-ish penitentiary in NewYork after conning several search firms and employers.  He was the perfect candidate and the product of diligent research by someone else in this room – but he was trapped in the end by intuition. With maximum remission he gets out in three years so remember that name, he will probably try a comeback.
Back to talent – targeting talent is a combination of hard graft and Fingerspitzengefuehl – strange isn’t that Germans have it in their fingers, while we follow our noses?  I wonder why.
The great strength of our activity, whether as researchers or as consultants, is that our approach to identifying and assessing talent is empirically based – it is based on hard fact about what people have done – their achievements, not their potential.  Enron showed that all that glisters is not gold.
The War for Talent was part of a fascination with stars which was a feature of the business world of the nineties – and it bombed.  “Talent” crept back to being what you were rather than what you did.  I hope that we are now moving from a pre-occupation with “talent” to a pre-occupation with “competence” – even a passion for competence – a revival of belief in system, organisation, the predictability of discipline.  These are much less glamorous, but then Procter & Gamble is much less glamorous than Enron, and much more successful.
My thoughts are going back to the researcher who has been commissioned to look for Japanese talent in Europe – a daunting assignment.  I sometimes think that we have to behave like botanists.  A botanist goes up to a meadow full of flowers, and sees just what we see – a beautiful sight.  The botanist then goes into the meadow and places a box 1 metre square on the grass, and can really see what is there.  We have to construct walls within which we can see talent.  That is a critical part of research skill, achieving focus.  With focus we can identify talent.  If we remain on a wide prairie we don’t have a chance of seeing the Japanese nationals, let alone the talented ones.
Now I recognise that I haven’t really answered the question “What is talent?”  In this run-up to an election I could get away with avoiding the question entirely, along with Messrs Blair, Howard and Kennedy.  But I will not.  I will attempt an answer.

Talent is what you are looking for.  That is not the same as saying that it is in the “eye of the beholder”, like beauty.  It is not an abstract, general concept.  It is a statement of the proven qualities, know-how and achievements that are in your specification.   The specification is your botanist’s box.  Talent is specific, and it is to do with a high level of competence.  
What is talent in research?  Talent in research is the application of a combination of systematic process, a dogged nature, and a healthy dose of intuition.
In the early days of the Executive Research Association the meetings took place in my office in Covent Garden – in these politically correct days I hesitate to say that I eyed the talent arriving for the meetings - it was all female in those days.  However I am glad to see more males in the audience today.   I don’t know if you have noticed the recent studies suggesting, some would say proving, that men may have more intuition than women.  May I recommend a good dose of masculine intuition in your targeting of talent?
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