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Disrupting
talent
management

Disruptor. Innovator. Game-changer. The leaders of tomorrow are not
afraid to buck the status quo.
They work to shape the future, turning
uncertainty into opportunity. They empower
others to make decisions and execute on their
vision. And they continually transform in order
to drive results in a shifting landscape.
Organizations will need these self-disruptive
leaders if they want to stay with—or even
ahead of—the curve. Global megatrends
continue to create ambiguity and disrupt the
future of work, requiring people to be able to
adapt, collaborate, and excel in volatile times.
Yet yesterday’s talent practices won’t hold up
in tomorrow’s business environment.
Traditionally, talent management has focused
on maximizing efficiency, optimizing work by
shaping what people do. It’s an approach that
reinforces a “command and control”
management system—one that meets
business goals but doesn’t allow for fluidity.
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That’s why, in order to develop future-ready
leaders, organizations will need to develop
new paradigms.
In the context of a talent crunch, companies
will have to go further to harness the potential
of people, investing in their development and
enabling empowerment and selfdetermination. After all, organizations are
transforming, and a more fluid, more organic
environment will help people exercise their
power and deliver value.
In the end, when companies adopt a more
person-centric approach to drive their talent
and business strategies, they will drive better
results. And by putting individual purpose at
the heart of the talent process, organizations
will gain the competitive advantage needed
to succeed in the new economy.
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Methodology
Korn Ferry worked on a benchmarking study
that sought to understand how top
companies are driving innovative and
disruptive practices in talent strategy, to
identify the key factors that will help attract
and engage the world’s best talent, and to
quantify the gap between current and
disruptive practices.
For this research, Korn Ferry identified a few
dozen companies known for cutting-edge
talent practices. We then tapped into a vast
network of consultants and former employees
to better understand what unique or
experimental approaches to talent
management these businesses are trying.
We interviewed 11 Korn Ferry professionals
with extensive knowledge on several global
brands, and surveyed partners familiar with a
broader set of 18 companies about their
disruptive talent practices. Finally, we
reviewed and integrated multiple relevant
research studies conducted by the
Korn Ferry Institute.
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1. Alignment between business and
talent strategy is key.
Talent practices are not evolving as fast as
business practices. HR organizations
recognize the need to align business and
talent strategies. Companies are working to
transform capabilities and operating models,
as well as shift definitions of success from
process efficiency to outcomes.
Business practices are, in general, more agile
and equipped to plan for the future. HR
functions recognize they need to better align
to the business and improve their agility and
capabilities in order to innovate. Of the
participating companies, 84% rated business
and talent strategy alignment as an important
HR practice. Yet 100% of organizations
surveyed said they’re not as effective as they
need to be in aligning business and talent
strategy.
When talent is viewed and managed as an
asset—and technology and science is
incorporated into talent practices—HR leaders
are then empowered to proactively plan,
predict, and deliver the outcomes the
business needs. At some companies, business

leaders are moving into HR and bringing new
languages, tools, and expectations. Thinking
and acting like business leaders pursuing the
rigorous reinvention of talent strategy as
business strategy activates the possibility of
CHROs being CEO-ready candidates.
HR is also becoming the broker and facilitator,
rather than the owner and gatekeeper. HR is
creating a way for networks to form, where
people can interact directly with each other
for knowledge transfer, training, and so much
more. They’re also helping to develop the
platforms for matching talent to need. By
getting out of the middle, HR frees itself up to
add more value in more strategic ways—
calculating the value of talent assets,
workforce planning, and focusing on future
growth, to name a few.
Significant steps are now being taken to
redefine the HR mission, capabilities, and
operating model in order to provide more
strategic and proactive value to the business.
The respondent at one global media and
entertainment company said, “We realized
the talent strategy has to represent the
business strategies ... We needed to be
customer-focused, the way the rest of our
businesses were.”

Real-life disruptions.
In one company, business leaders wanted to innovate how people were
assessed and selected, but the HR department was reluctant to change
and experiment. In the end, executives persisted by calling it a pilot and
found a way to innovate without HR as a leader, and barely as a partner.
At another organization, the specialization of recruiters for one business
unit enhanced the quality of new hires in part because the recruiters knew
exactly what to look for, but also because they were very experienced at
selling the EVP to that particular population of candidates.
Companies also use web scraping and artifical intelligence (AI) as tools to
find and screen large pools of passive candidates who match some fit
criteria for key roles critical for the execution of the business strategy.
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2. Elevate diversity and inclusion to
the top of the business agenda.
Some companies view diversity as a business
imperative—not a compliance issue—and
have made the move from “why” to “how.”
They’re building inclusion in everyday
events, culture, symbols, and initiatives,
which is driving innovation, increasing
engagement and retention, and moving
more underrepresented populations into
leadership roles.
Organizations operate in a more transparent,
diverse, and empowered ecosystem.
Stakeholders, other than shareholders and
regulators, have their say, which organizations
can’t ignore (think clients, talents, customers,
public opinion). Organizations, like societies,
are also becoming more diverse, while
developing a greater awareness of the real
business value realized through an inclusive
workforce.
Consider this: More than 65% of high-growth
transformational companies actively speak
out on diversity and inclusion—and put their
money where their mouth is. They take steps
to make sure they’re allies, they have entire
departments focused on these efforts, and
they’re publicly recognized for the work
they’re doing. More than 85% of these

organizations also promote diversity
and inclusion.
And it’s no wonder: research shows that
diverse teams make better decisions. Still,
there continues to be a gap in companies’
understanding, beliefs and intentions, and
their effectiveness in selecting, retaining, and
promoting diverse, underrepresented talent in
an inclusive culture. Unexamined assumptions
continue to perpetuate the status quo, but
the impact can be mitigated through honest,
transparent dialogue. Having those difficult
but necessary conversations about challenges
and desires can illuminate bias and exclusion
in the workplace.
Leaders then can start to identify and
implement the changes needed to make their
organizations a “great place to work.” This
could mean evaluating and closing any job
and pay gaps, celebrating differences by
showing there’s no one way to be successful,
or diversifying the hiring pool so more roles
are open to underrepresented populations.
More so, organizations need to better manage
diversity and inclusion in order to understand
their client base and harness their talent.
They have to allow for real inclusion in their
day-to-day business decisions, as the lack
of inclusion can hinder any progress made
on diversity.

Real-life disruptions.
One company is looking to use virtual reality (VR) at career fairs in order to
offer a realistic job and workplace preview that helps prospective
candidates imagine themselves working there.
Another company uses VR as sensitivity training to build empathy.
One company is working to diversify the tech industry through coding
programs for young people, mentorships for young women and girls,
science and engineering fellowships for people of color, and other strategic
investments.
Some companies use Internet of Things-enabled devices more and more to
monitor meetings to ensure everyone has an equal voice and equal chance
to speak.
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3. Accelerate change by redefining
management and leadership.

business-unit-level decisions. In other words,
they do what senior leaders used to do, even
though they might not be rewarded for it.

Some organizations nurture inspirational,
agile, and collaborative leaders. But they
struggle to consistently retool managers and
redefine their roles to have more of an
enterprise focus. More and more, companies
are using career and succession planning,
as well as team development, to accelerate
change.

Empowering managers to lead allows leaders
to shift into the inspirational, forward-looking
role—someone who leads with purpose and
vision, anticipates future market demands or
global trends, and can proactively seize
opportunities. They approach their roles with
an enterprise mindset that facilitates shared
purpose, inclusive practices, and a
collaborative network, capitalizing on the
collective intelligence of the organization. And
inspiring, purpose-driven leaders often frame
business problems in a context that not only
reflects personal values, but also motives in a
way that engages high-potential talent in a
high-performance environment.

Companies are becoming flatter and less top
heavy. Increased empowerment of middlelevel managers to make enterprise decisions
pushes power down the organizations and
lessens the need for more senior executives.
Still, as organizations try to lead their talent
through change, many face friction and
inconsistent adoption with middle
management.
Managers seem to face the most difficult
evolution because they navigate between
leading and operating. HR teams invest in
senior leadership with a hope of change in
beliefs and behaviors consistently cascading
down, but this isn’t happening effectively.
More and more, managers operate, lead
teams, coach frontline employees, innovate,
and deliver results. Organizations are
becoming more sophisticated at developing
high-performing managerial teams that drive
alignment and performance. Managers
encourage their reports to make more

But finding self-disruptive leaders with the
right profile can be a challenge because, as
one contributor put it, although someone has
been “a high-performing individual
contributor, that doesn’t necessarily translate
into really strong leadership capabilities.”
Companies are looking more closely at what it
takes to lead, and they’re shifting priorities
and practices. Among high-growth
companies with a proven track record of
transformation, 70% have a strong focus on
leadership development programs.
Just as development is one option for filling
leadership positions, organizations can also
acquire external talent. Even though weighing

Real-life disruptions.
At one company, managers have concentrated on directing work and
driving results, but are now much more involved in development. They’re
focusing on empowering the people on their teams to be successful.
Some companies have focused on retaining talent that may drop out at
critical career stages—think women in middle management. Others are
fast-tracking their reentry into the workforce, so their contribution and
trajectory are dramatically accelerated after a job gap.
CEOs at several benchmark organizations circulate across their company
units and geographies to play an “evangelist” role.
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the pros and cons of buy versus build can be
a fun pastime, many companies have invested
heavily in building robust internal pipelines to
fill most critical and top roles. These
organizations invest relentlessly in high
potentials, strategic movement of individuals,
and disciplined preparation through
leadership development, action-learning
experiences, and deliberate career
progression to produce home-grown business
leaders and CEOs. One company is so serious
about its internal pipeline for senior
leadership positions and critical roles that it
has supplied dozens of other companies with
qualified CEOs.

4. Empower self-determined
people to increase productivity.
Market demand for agility, analytics, new
technologies, and a more aware and diverse
workforce is challenging traditional talent
processes and systems. Organizations are
responding by prioritizing culture and
productivity, and empowering more people
to make bigger, more consequential
decisions.
Leaders cannot make all the decisions in an
ever-changing world. Decisions must be made
faster, and closer to the customers and to

where value is created. That’s why there’s
a growing empowerment of managers
and frontline employees for more agility
and innovation.
But empowerment isn’t laissez-faire.
Organizations are looking for the right
balance between top-down guidance and
bottom-up autonomy. There’s an opportunity
for defining “empowerment” and how to
translate it into effective day-to-day practices.
Key elements of this definition, though, must
include decision-making power, degree of
freedom to act, and level of secrecy and
transparency.
Employees are emboldened by the renewed
focus on results over face time and
contributions over busywork. In the past, roles
were designed for the formal 9-to-5
operational practice, and face time had
significant value. Today, companies allow for
more flexibility in scope and accountabilities
to help employees shape the way they get to
outcomes. This shift has enabled businesses
to tap into a diverse and underrepresented
workforce. Roles are now defined primarily by
capabilities required to perform and the
outcomes expected.
Beyond work and decision-making,
employees—in particular millennials and

Real-life disruptions.
One company that had lost its way has a renewed focus on innovation.
Previously, employees would experiment with new ideas only to be shut
down when they proposed them. The rigid and closed nature of the
business has turned around with more decentralized, empowered decisionmaking. The company is providing time, space, and freedom for its
employees to create with a commitment to support innovation. This has
resulted in a dramatic turnaround in employee experience and an easier
path to recruiting top talent.
While most organizations track spending limits and audits, one major
company has no expense policy in place. Instead, their employees are told
to “act in the best interest” of the business. Employees are empowered to
use their best judgment, and are more productive if they’re not held back.
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Generation Z—value being in charge of their
careers, the projects they work on, and the
environment in which they operate. By
empowering people to be self-determined,
they will unleash their full potential, which
explains why a number of organizations are
making the work environment look like home.
Integrating technology into the mix also
improves productivity by reducing the burden
of repetitive, low-level tasks on managers—
think using AI for recruitment automation.
When you delegate low-level operational
tasks to technology, you allow individuals,
managers, and leaders alike to elevate their
roles and look to progressively distant
horizons in the future. Roles are being
redesigned to enable empowerment, and
empowerment is increasingly becoming key
to the employee-value proposition.

5. Enable growth and innovation
through culture.
Culture is increasingly seen as a competitive
asset not only because it’s a sustainable
advantage, but it’s also difficult to copy.

Companies recognize that culture drives
performance. Culture cannot be taken for
granted—it needs to evolve as the business
matures and experiences massive growth.
Companies are actively managing their
culture by better understanding which core
values they want to preserve and maintain.
These elements are nonnegotiable in the face
of growth.
Culture is a deeper anchor of behavior. It’s the
combination of purpose and beliefs,
relationships, and drivers that guide the
people, actions, and decisions that orient and
inspire talent to perform in an organization.
It’s also at the heart of the empowerment
movement. Once treated as a tool to fix and
adjust certain behaviors, culture is now being
employed to guide transformation and deliver
organizational outcomes. Businesses are
building a culture of empowerment and client
centricity—and making this culture core to
their business strategy.
To that end, performance management
becomes an extension of this culture—a
manifestation about people, their potential,

Real-life disruptions.
One company shows its desire to promote an inclusive and innovative
culture by interacting with the general population by setting up storefronts
for the express purpose of networking, listening, and plucking out fresh,
innovative ideas. This same company equates personal growth and
transformation with the company’s ability to disrupt, and they invest a
good amount of money in experiential development.
An outside-in view of one company’s management process provides
insight on an organic management model that combines business
objectives with action learning and deeper purpose and meaning (e.g.,
vision and values at individual and collective levels).
One firm shifted from a traditional industry to cast itself more as a
technology company. While some lines of business still run in a hierarchical
manner in a regulated industry, the culture includes perks and an
environment reminiscent of Silicon Valley that serve the purpose for both
attracting talent and rewarding hard-working employees (e.g., bicycles for
riding across campus, tree forts, games, collaborative spaces).
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and their intent. By design, performance
management has been the process that
ensures employees are aligned, managed, and
rewarded for their work that led to value
creation. But it’s a backward-looking, albeit
important, practice. An emerging perspective
is to look at future value creation, based on
the potential of talent and their alignment
with the business needs.
New attitudes toward performance
management allow learning, work, and life to
come together in new, positive, and symbiotic
ways. This means treating performance
management systems as a way to guide
people even as they are empowered to direct
their own work. But the deep understanding
of culture and its organic relationship with
transformation and performance is still elusive
for most organizations. Culture is a living,
organic construct and influences individuals’
ability to see themselves as a part of the
company. One company’s planning and
performance process makes explicit and
reinforces the relationship between culture
and value.
Put another way: People will become more
engaged when companies connect culture to
individual purpose. And increased
engagement means better performance,
among individuals and across the
organization.

The link between culture and performance
also plays out for teams. Some companies
strive to put into practice research from the
International Society for Performance
Improvement and the Incentive Research
Foundation that found “incentivized teams
increased their performance by 45%.” A focus
on team performance increases the need for
collaboration, thereby facilitating the rapid
flow of knowledge and innovation.

6. Make differentiated investments
in critical talent and roles.
More and more companies are looking to
segment their workforce to add more value
to employees and reduce costs for the
business. Segmentation unlocks
customizable solutions and helps HR focus
on scaling development programs and
closing talent gaps. And there are multiple
ways to segment talent: longer-term
leadership potential, near-term readiness,
critical capabilities, archetypes.
Who we are and what we can do are also
impacted by the role and work context.
Taking the individual, team, and organization
into account can provide a framework for
making the right investments in the right
people at the right time—providing another
way to align talent strategy and business
strategy. Proactive, science-based
methodology for identifying and defining

Real-life disruptions.
Several organizations are combining their talent succession planning with
talent identification and assessment in order to cast the net wider and
ensure that the diversity slate is not replicated with the same names of
women or underrepresented populations from other departments.
One company’s emotional wellness program is an innovative, peer-led,
compassionate, voluntary bottom-up approach for tackling mental health
in the workplace.
Many companies had dual career paths for technical expertise or general
management focus.
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talent segments can unveil promising talent
much earlier in order to provide the right
developmental experiences as a runway for
top positions.
But traditional, backward-looking talent
segmentation factors, such as background,
education, tenure, hierarchical level, and past
performance, are not geared toward value
creation. Businesses want to invest in the
talent that matters most to future growth.
They also expect higher turnover from less
loyal employees and want to identify early
future talent needs in each segment.
Disruptive companies are becoming more
sophisticated and nuanced with talent
segmentation, viewing talent as fluid and
impermanent, and tying benchmark criteria to
future business needs and priorities. Context
is everything, with an increasing focus on
measuring fit and potential over past
performance.
Typically, talent segmentation decisions are
informed by psychometric assessments that
measure traits, competencies, and drivers, as
well as other constructs, including learning
agility or grit. By segmenting talent,
organizations unlock customizable talent
management solutions so talent is managed
both at the individual and collective segment
level. Segmentation also allows for a higher
investment in bench strength for top roles
and roles critical to strategy. As one
consultant shared about a benchmark
company: “They have a very close eye on their
top 300 executives and are strategic about

their top 35 roles in each business. They tend
to focus on roles that have a disproportionate
value on driving performance.”
Society and younger generations are
establishing the “have it my way” expectation.
As a result, companies are optimizing benefits
and compensation by aligning perceived
value with the cost of benefits through choice
and customization. Employers tailor
development investment, rewards, and
employee value proposition for lower cost
and higher engagement and retention. Large
organizations model, analyze, and align total
rewards (think pay levels and structures,
benefits, non-financial incentives) to talent
segments’ demands—and ultimately to
individuals’ expectations. Among high-growth
companies, 87% offer employee wellness
programs to support mental health and
emotional intelligence through mindfulness,
compassion, self-awareness, and resilience
training. Other companies are beginning
to follow.

7. Unleash creative ways to source
hard-to-find talent.
Companies are redefining jobs, assessing
and selecting talent based on integrated
“success profiles” that specify the hard and
soft qualities that make a difference in
performance. Several large organizations
look for the “gold standard” to integrate
people and jobs into a single, scalable, and
actionable construct.

Real-life disruptions.
One company focused on creative sourcing among non-obvious
populations with transferable skills (e.g. finding cake decorators or tailors
with an eye for detail, precision, aesthetic, and fine motor skills who can
learn new technical skills).
One company is partnering with local K-12 institutions and colleges to
influence academic choices and shape academic programs that will supply
a pipeline of talent with the skills the business needs in the future.
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Emerging research suggests that talent
mobility, including talent turnover, can be
good for innovation and business results. But
many companies don’t want to gamble with
their top-tier talent. Attracting high-potential
candidates by showing the career trajectory
and growth potential becomes a compelling
aspect of the EVP. What’s more, top jobs are
increasingly complex and difficult to fill with
external candidates.
There’s acknowledgment that segmentation is
not binary—that people are not either high
potential or not. Likewise, the idea is
emerging that potential is contextual,
depending on role, culture, business context,
and whether the situation is personal or
professional. With a new fluidity in who has
potential for what, it requires companies to
refresh and revise lists regularly. It also
requires casting the net wide and measuring
potential with precise and sensitive means.
Businesses are evolving faster than people’s
ability to study and get new degrees. The
anticipation of what skills will be required may
help businesses build a long-range pipeline.
But companies are also realizing that the core
capabilities they need to select for and train
on involve people who are adaptable, agile,
and resilient in the face of change. These are
learnable skills that can ready workers to
transform themselves in order to transform
the business. In order to meet the demand for
talent, disruptive companies are pursuing
various strategies to fill critical roles.

The final word.
No company has truly figured out how to
completely modernize talent strategy. There
are bright spots, innovative ideas, and isolated
areas of illumination, but true disruptive
practices are outliers—and no single company
is disrupting in all areas. The purpose of the
research was to benchmark well-regarded
companies, see what’s working, and build an
amalgam of what’s possible in the talent
space.
HR will benefit from the maturity and
sophistication that comes with applying
rigorous tools from other areas like finance,
technology, and analytics. These tools will
help HR leaders become business leaders
who view talent as an asset that could either
fuel growth or constrain their companies. The
extent to which an HR organization can
anticipate the future, channel and align with
business needs, get creative about sourcing
great talent, and keep people engaged and
learning will determine how it evolves from
service provider to partner to strategic
business leader.
A key next step is to find your company’s
space for potential—where are the
opportunities that haven’t been seized by
others that you could be the best at? These
practices will be your competitive
differentiators in the pursuit of attracting and
retaining the best talent to execute your
business strategy.

Real-life disruptions.
One company in need of professional skills on a scale that does not exist in
its markets has created an apprenticeship program (piloted with 300
people who are now employed there) that links up people who have
aspirations but not the means with managers and mentors who have the
need and can train them.
One company has established a return-to-work program for employees
who chose to leave the workplace for 10 to 15 years to focus on family.
Without the concerted effort to reach out and retrain, these workers would
have had a harder time re-entering, and would have had a longer ramp-up
time to the level of contribution of which they're capable.
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global organizational
consulting firm. We help clients
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