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TALENT MANAGEMENT
[ Leadership ]

How to Foster Talent
Management Champions

Many managers pay insufficient attention to talent strategy.
Five interventions can help deepen their commitment to identifying and
developing key capabilities.

By Stefan Jooss, Anthony McDonnell, and Agnieszka Skuza

S LEADERS JUGGLE INCREAS-
ingly complex and demanding respon-
sibilities, they can substantially differ
in their commitment and approach to
managing talent. While some leaders
proactively identify, develop, retain,
and deploy talent, others neglect these
activities. That can be detrimental for organizations
amid ongoing skills shortages and rising employee
expectations for career development, continuous
learning, and recognition.

A strategic organizational talent management
approach, bolstered by leader buy-in, is a powerful
mechanism to develop greater operational agility by
enabling more fluid and flexible workforces. Delib-
erate approaches and tools can facilitate talent mobil-
ity and enhance strategic deployment by dynamically
matching employees’ skills with organizational needs.*
For example, research has found that internal tal-
ent markets can increase employee engagement and
reduce turnover, but their effectiveness depends on
collaboration beyond functional silos — a deep cul-
tural shift for many organizations.? Leadership com-
mitment to managing talent is paramount.

Here, we will introduce the Talent Leadership
Model, developed through our interviews with mid-
dle managers, which describes the varying roles and
behaviors that leaders exhibit when managing talent.

(See “Four Approaches to Talent Management,” p. 3.)
Senior executives can use this framework to better
understand the talent leadership styles of their organ-
ization’s team leaders, as well as their own approaches,
in order to help managers become more effective con-
tributors to an enterprisewide talent strategy.

Four Talent Management Approaches
Our model describes four different talent manage-
ment approaches along two key dimensions: lead-
ers’ strategic depth (tactical or strategic) and scope
of impact (across their own team or the whole
organization).

1. The Bystander. These managers take a
detached approach to managing talent, demon-
strating little engagement in talent identification and
development, or showing minimal commitment to
the organization’s talent strategy. Bystanders often
focus on short-term, operational needs, neglecting
more long-term, strategic considerations, such as the
development of a talent pipeline. Tending to focus
on their own teams, bystanders make few efforts to
engage in broader talent conversations.

In our research, we found three main reasons
some managers have this attitude. Most commonly,
these managers felt the need to focus on activities
core to their own performance evaluations. This indi-
cates that if talent management is not a factor in a
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manager’s evaluation, it can easily become a low pri-
ority for them. In addition, some managers reported
having insufficient resources, training, or knowledge
to properly manage talent. Finally, some managers
simply couldn’t be bothered — they had no commit-
ment to the organization’s talent strategy and con-
sidered talent management an unimportant matter
that should be delegated to HR.

Bystanders’ limited involvement in talent devel-
opment can cause employee disengagement and sub-
sequent attrition. Their noncommittal approach to
talent management can substantially weaken the
leadership pipeline and lead to detrimental succes-
sion planning decisions.

2.The Protector. Protectors hoard talent. They
understand the value of identifying and developing
talent and have a long-term perspective. However,
their focus is limited to their own team, and they try
to keep talent under their control.

Leaders who adopted a protector role cited a vari-
ety of reasons for their approach. Many managers
highlighted the need for team stability and considered
talent mobility “counterproductive” and disruptive. If
amanager relied on talented staff members to deliver
result and those individuals moved to other opportu-
nities within the organization, their mobility could
negatively impact the team’s — and the manager’s —
performance. Some managers who expended time
and resources on employees’ growth and develop-
ment expressed concern that they would lose returns
on their investment if a team member subsequently
moved to another department. A few managers
resisted talent mobility due to alack of clarity around
how to replace employees lost to new assignments.

Protectors tend to have a narrow perspective
and fear losing talent to other functions rather than
to other organizations. They can stall individuals’
careers, leading to employee dissatisfaction due to
limited growth opportunities. Protectors’ defensive
approach may mean that they withhold information
useful for dynamic skills matching, limiting an organ-
ization’s ability to adapt to changing environments.

3.The Connector. These managers engage in a
sharing approach, facilitating rotations and transfers
across functions, but are not strongly committed to
the organization’s talent strategy. Despite frequently
operating across functional boundaries, these leaders
engage little in value-adding talent identification and
development and instead take a short-term, oper-
ational perspective. We found that some managers
acted as accommodating connectors to avoid being
seen as blockers.
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Across organizations, connectors were open to
talent rotations but did not want to be involved in
the details of talent management, considering it HR’s
domain. They saw little incentive to align their own
practices with broader organizational talent strate-
gies. This is problematic because talent investments
made through rotational or transfer programs may not
yield the hoped for results if talent is not thoroughly
evaluated in terms of suitability for the rotation or
transfer. Connectors therefore accept the risk of tal-
ent mismatch, subsequent underperformance, and
inefficient talent development investments.

4. The Captain. These leaders are willing to
take the wheel and steer talent management efforts.
They take a long-term, strategic, organizationwide
perspective. Captains are aware of and committed
to the organizational talent strategy and understand
the importance of talent identification, development,
and retention. They enable talent sharing across
organizational units.

In our research, captains stood out for their pro-
active approaches. They considered themselves
stewards cultivating future leaders for the entire
organization. Leaders who had this perspective
considered the organization to be an internal talent
market where talent mobility, development, and
retention can be fostered in a way that enables both
employees and the organization to win in the long
run. Once individuals were identified as talents, they
were strategically deployed within the internal mar-
ket. For instance, one manager regularly met with
counterparts in other departments to discuss tal-
ent needs and potential moves
aligned with the strategic prior- -
ities of the organization.

Captains skillfully deploy
talent, strengthening the
organization’s agile business
operations, and can be consid-
ered ambassadors for managing
talent companywide. How-
ever, these leaders must care-
fully manage relationships with
other stakeholders to avoid
perceptions of talent poach-
ing. They must also minimize
employees’ and managers’ con-
cerns about high levels of inter-
nal talent mobility, which can
affect team stability and opera-
tional effectiveness if not man-
aged carefully.

THE RESEARCH

To explore how middle managers
navigate talent management, the
authors conducted a qualitative study
in which they collected data through
147 semistructured in-depth interviews
across 26 multinational organizations.
The interviews focused on how the
organizations identified, developed,
retained, and deployed talent; the role
of middle managers; and challenges in
executing talent strategies.

Thematic analysis iterated between
empirical data and paradox theory

to categorize defensive and

proactive approaches, leading to the
development of the Talent Leadership
Model.
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Four Approaches to Talent Management

The Talent Leadership Model can help identify behaviors that may be limiting
organizational effectiveness.

TACTICAL STRATEGIC

THE CONNECTOR

Engages in talent sharing across functions but

has limited commitment to the organization’s

talent strategy; invests relatively little in talent
identification and development

THE BYSTANDER

Shows little commitment to the organization’s
talent strategy and/or may not have sufficient
resources to engage in talent identification,
development, and sharing

Cultivating Talent Management
Commitment
To build sustainable pipelines, organizations need
more captains who champion talent management
with a long-term, strategic perspective. We propose
five ways to cultivate these team leaders. (See “Devel-
oping Talent Management Champions,” p. 4.)

Align business and talent strategies. Align-
ment is needed to create a shared vision and
implement strategies that will have a positive organ-
izational impact. A first vital step is to clarify what
core capabilities the organization needs to execute
on its strategic priorities. For example, a Swiss phar-
maceutical company identified critical current and
future capabilities related to biopharma, data insights,
and technology. Subsequently, it evaluated the need
to either acquire them through skills-based hiring or
develop them internally through leadership programs
and targeted upskilling and reskilling initiatives.

Similarly, a Dutch electronics firm established
capability alignment workshops where HR and busi-
ness leaders discussed skill needs for future proj-
ects. This approach was also adopted by a German
automobile manufacturer that established quarterly
workshops to systematically map its strategic direc-
tion against current and future employee capabili-
ties. Since the implementation of these workshops,
the company has reported a 25% improvement in its
ability to fill critical roles internally.

Aligning business and talent strategies clarifies
expectations and shows leaders the value of talent
management, positioning it not as a peripheral HR

THE CAPTAIN

Demonstrates strong commitment to the
organization’s talent strategy; leads talent
identification, development, and sharing within
their team and across the organization

THE PROTECTOR

Engages in talent hoarding within their team;
sees the benefits of a talent strategy and engages
in talent identification and development but is
unwilling to share talent

responsibility but a critical enabler of business goals

for the entire company. Moving from a team-level

focus to an organizationwide scope of impact and

from a tactical perspective to a strategic one, talent

management becomes part of leaders’ identity rather

than a distraction. This shift requires convening man-
agers to discuss talent management as a critical piece

of strategy execution. This should take place as part

of strategic planning cycles, workforce planning ses-
sions, and leadership development programs. For

example, a German consumer goods company relied

on internal role models who shared their operational

success and explained their alignment between busi-
ness and talent strategies in a series of workshops.
Using case studies and success stories can help other

leaders understand the impact of talent practices on

business performance and inspire them to become

talent champions in the organization.

Codesign talent management practices.
Organizations can get greater buy-in from mid-level
leaders by codesigning talent management initiatives.
This helps establish talent management as a shared
responsibility.? Leaders see how practices fit their
context, making them more likely to try, adapt, and
sustain new behaviors.

In our research, a U.S. automobile manufacturer
empowered leaders with specific responsibilities.
Leading a talent task force, for example, gave them
an opportunity to have a hands-on role in shaping
consistent, organizationwide talent practices, which
in turn built their confidence and competence around
managing talent. The task force helped establish
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Developing Talent Management Champions

Organizations can develop talent management champions by focusing on five interconnected
elements: alignment, codesign, communication, responsibility, and recognition.

ALIGNMENT

Align business and talent
strategies

CODESIGN

Codesign talent
management practices

shared definitions, development frameworks, and

advancement pathways, creating a more transpar-
ent, fair, and cohesive employee experience across

departments. The initiative also shifted leaders’ per-
spectives from a siloed team focus toward organiza-
tionwide thinking.

Similarly, a U.K. consumer goods company ran
regular cross-departmental meetings to brainstorm
central talent challenges and potential solutions, and
a Dutch bank launched talent management innova-
tion labs where leaders could propose and pilot talent
management initiatives. Successful proposals were
funded for organizationwide implementation. This
initiative resulted in greater levels of adoption by
business leaders, who championed talent manage-
ment for the organization.

Clearly communicate approaches and
resources. Organizations must provide clarity on
their talent philosophy, priorities, and practices and
the available resources for talent management. Find-
ing ways to communicate talent strategies succinctly
but holistically to business leaders allows for greater
consistency in decision-making and more effective
implementation. Organizations can use digital plat-
forms, governance structures, and communities of
practice to improve communication.* Ultimately,
this facilitates leaders’ internalization of the pur-
pose of talent management and helps build shared
understanding.

For example, a U.K. consulting group invested in
a talent navigator platform, providing managers with
access to real-time insights and supportive resources,
including key talent analytics, development support,
and succession planning tools. The platform increased
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COMMUNICATION

Clearly communicate
approaches and
resources

RECOGNITION

Recognize and reward
talent management
champions

RESPONSIBILITY

Make talent
management a core part
of leaders’ roles

transparency and engagement with talent strategies
and practices and led to more internal promotions.
The U.K consumer goods company noted above
established a talent strategy council encompassing
talent champions and C-suite members, who met
on a quarterly basis to disseminate and debate tal-
ent strategies.

Some organizations have established more fre-
quent mechanisms to communicate talent strategies
and practices. For instance, a Swiss pharmaceuti-
cal company established 30-minute biweekly talent
strategy sessions. Thetouchpoints allowed HR teams
to share updates, market trends, and success sto-
ries. Since introducing the sessions, the company has
reported a 35% increase in talent mobility across func-
tions. A similar approach was adopted by a Swedish
retailer, which introduced biweekly cross-functional
meetings to exchange knowledge that led to innova-
tive talent engagement practices. Focusing more on
network-building, the U.K. consumer goods com-
pany created an internal talent management champi-
ons network — a community of practice to regularly
share best practices and provide support.

Clear communication gives leaders the tools and
context to act strategically rather than tacticall and
creates a mindset where talent is seen as a company-
wide asset.

Make talent management a core part of lead-
ers’ roles. Talent management efforts are imperative
to any leader’s role, not one-off exercises or tick-
the-box compliance requirements. Managers must
continuously engage in identifying high performers
and high-potential employees and supporting their
development, performance, and deployment — a



responsibility that should be factored into the design
of leadership roles.

One U.S. investment bank requested that oper-
ational leaders regularly participate in talent review
meetings to proactively identify high-potential
employees and successors within their organizational
units. Both German and U.S. automobile manufac-
turers established contractlike talent agreements
that clarified individual leaders’ talent development
responsibilities within their function. These agree-
ments, made collaboratively across business units, also
stipulated agreed-upon procedures for talent rotation.

To manage leaders’ cognitive loads, talent man-
agement responsibilities should be embedded in their
existing, core responsibilities rather than treated
as additional tasks. Instead of writing generic job
description statements such as “managing teams,”
organizations can specify the need to identify high
potentials and/or successors; to develop talent
through training, coaching, and mentoring; and to
deploy those employees in internal markets. Con-
sequently, leaders will adjust their daily behavior,
reflecting the explicit expectation that talent man-
agement is a core part of their role. Leaders become
more intentional about talent management by dedi-
cating time to it, prioritizing team development, and
embedding talent-related decisions into their every-
day actions.

Recognize and reward talent management
champions. Holding all leaders accountable for
identifying, developing, retaining, and deploying
talent requires a clear set of goals and metrics that
can be measured regularly. Beyond operational KPIs,
this may include talent retention rates, engagement
scores, succession planning efforts, internal mobility,
and learning and development activities.

Recognizing and rewarding talent management
champions shifts leaders’ behaviors from optional tal-
ent management practices to proactive investment
and in turn into talent identification, development,
and retention. Tangible or social recognition touches
on extrinsic and intrinsic motivators, making leaders
more likely to engage in strategic, organizationwide
talent management. Through these clear incentives,
talent management becomes a priority rather than a
discretionary or mandatory effort.

For example, the U.K. consumer goods company
ensured visibility and accountability by establishing a
talent dashboard with clear KPIs that were reviewed
on a quarterly basis, and managers were asked to pres-
ent their talent management activities, successes,
and challenges to senior leadership quarterly as well.

Similarly, a U.S. consumer goods firm assessed each
organizational unit based on its ability to identify,
develop, engage, retain, and deploy talent.

The German consumer goods company men-
tioned previously went further, aligning its perfor-
mance evaluations and reward structures with talent
management engagement. Manager bonuses were
tied to proactively sharing and strategically deploy-
ing talent across functions. After implementing such
an arrangement, organizations need to be cautious
that this engagement remains genuine and is not just
driven by incentives.

A LEADER MAY NOT BE AS INVOLVED IN

talent management as expected for many reasons.
Rather than making assumptions about a lack of
commitment, organizations need to pinpoint and

mitigate potential barriers to involvement. Relatively
small adjustments to how talent strategies and prac-
tices are designed, communicated, and implemented

can make a substantial difference in leaders’ involve-
ment in talent management — and their performance

as people leaders. Particularly in times of significant

skills shortages and today’s increasingly fluid and

flexible workplaces, organizations must develop

leaders who truly champion talent management to

build sustainable talent pipelines and enhance organ-
izational agility. m
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