
FOCUS
Why should you read this? It is not the purpose of 

your company to develop talent - so why do it? 

Keep reading and find out.



Strategic talent development is first and 

foremost about balance. Balance between 

commercial goals and needs as well as 

talented individuals’ potential and goals. 

It is the transitions between these two 

relationships where talent development 

ought to play out and where the value 

creation occurs.

Talent development is relevant regardless 

of which type of company you are. However, 

not all forms of talent development are 

equally relevant for everyone, just as the 

timing of the talent development should be 

considered and matched to the reality  the 

company finds itself in. 

This last point is particularly decisive. Pre-

defined talent development methods 

should not be controlling how it should be 

carried out, instead it should always be the 

specific internal situation the company is in, 

the market situation you find yourself in as 

well as the change you want to create. 

Most talent development is traditionally 

about talented people, which is the right 

thing, isn’t it? The answer to this is that it all 

depends on what you want to achieve with 

your talent and if you primarily carry out 

talent development for your employees’ 

sake or not.

It is rarely a good business case to 

implement talent development for 10-20 

employees that almost exclusively focuses 

on their individual development. Talented 

individuals certainly each get something out 

of it, but what about your company? What 

about the talented individuals’ colleagues 

and business partners? What about your 

customers? The implementation of talent 

development (and all other development 

activities in general) must be justified by 

effects that go beyond the individuals it 

involves.

It should have a positive effect on the 

company, the task the company is there 

to solve as well as more people than the 

talented individuals who are typically the 

main target. This is the real test of strategic 

talent development and the ambition that 

there should be from the start.

STRATEGIC TALENT DEVELOPMENT
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IT DOESN’T START WITH THE 

TALENTED PEOPLE
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Foundation

 � What is the reason we believe 

talent development is at all 

relevant for us?

 � Which leadership and innovation 

culture do we have?

 � What experiences do we have 

about getting the absolute best 

out of our people?

 � Which business and behavioral 

effects have to be realized 

through talent development?

Objectives & strategy

 � What do our objectives and 

strategy tell us is decisive for 

success in the short and long 

term?

 � Which capabilities and types of 

talent are critical for realizing 

this?

 � Where can these capabilities and 

talents be found and how can we 

get them in play?

Requirements & decisions

 � Which decisive requirements 

must be present in order to 

succeed?

 � Which decisions need to be taken 

in order to realize your ambitions?

 � How do we test these 

requirements and decisions 

before we start?

 � In the company, what will 

move our ambitions with talent 

development forward or limit 

them?

It can certainly pay off to spend time 

on creating the right foundation before 

embarking on the more specific planning of 

your talent development effort . First of all, 

it means having the courage to challenge 

the diagnosis that has already been made, 

where talent development is thought of as 

the answer, because it can easily be that 

there is a need for something else. 

FOCUS ON FOUNDATION



Therefore, look into the background of why 

talent development has ended up being the 

answer and what has led to it. Next, it can 

be worthwhile to take an honest look at the 

management and innovation culture that is 

prevalent in the company, as it will be crucial 

when the talent development effort has to 

succeed in practice. Do we have leaders who 

can operate and develop at the same time? 

Do we have a culture of giving space to our 

employees, even when it goes beyond their 

organizationally defined role and mandate? 

Do we have a mindset and a culture to bring 

out the absolute best in our people?

The answers to these questions says 

something about how you can benefit from 

starting your efforts, what you should not 

do right now but maybe later and where 

starting up talent development can achieve 

the greatest effect.

You shouldn’t discuss the specific talent 

development before a very clear business-

based foundation for it is established. What 

company objectives do we have, and what 

should talent development specifically add 

in the realization of these objectives? What 

is the connection between the company’s 

basic objectives and starting to develop 

talent? What company challenges are we 

going to use talent development to help us 

with? 

Questions like these must be dealt with early 

on, at the right level, with the right people 

and with a consistent common thread that is 

always based on what you want to do with 

the company, and afterwards how talent 

development can and should support this. If 

you do this, then the company’s definition of 

talent and arguments about who is talented 

will be much easier, since it is directly based 

on the company’s strategic needs and much 

less individual leaders’ and employees’ 

subjective perceptions of what talent is.
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FOCUS ON OBJECTIVES 

AND STRATEGY

There is a pitfall in focusing on talent first, 

because strategic talent development 

doesn’t start with talented people. It starts 

with the company’s objectives and the 

company itself, since only very few companies 

are here to do talent development. 

FOCUS ON REQUIREMENTS

AND DECISIONS

Most people have experienced challenges 

in getting strategic intentions and goals to 

succeed in the real world. 
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but something that will evolve over time, 

just like the products and services that are 

offered to customers.

For more general perspectives on talent, 

it can be useful to start by looking at the 

following three factors:

 � Abilities are an expression of the 

professional and personal skills that 

are aligned with the company’s current 

and future needs. Often this is about 

abilities to handle increasing complexity, 

abilities to adapt new knowledge and 

constructively bring it into play, abilities 

to create results and relationships with 

other people and abilities of a specialized 

nature that support customers’ needs 

and the solutions the company offers 

them.

 � Commitment is about, among other 

things, the connection between what 

the company is here to do and the 

commitment the individual employees 

have in this. What is the connection 

between that which the employee is 

passionate about and that which the 

company needs?

To go from good phrases  to specific daily 

actions is a challenge all companies have, 

and this also applies when it comes to talent 

development. Therefore, it’s crucial to “reality 

test” the ambitions and objectives that are 

set up when the talent development has to 

start. There will be a number of requirements 

and decisions that have to be present so 

that when the objectives meet with reality, 

they go from good intentions to real and 

productive actions. These requirements and 

decisions will, among other things, be about 

leadership, culture, systems and processes, 

customer involvement, etc.

If there is too large a gap between the 

ambitions of talent development and the 

reality that these ambitions have to be 

realized in, then either the ambitions should 

be adjusted or more time is needed to make 

the decisions that are really needed.

As mentioned, the definition of talent 

is based on company needs, and each 

employee’s potential must be assessed 

in relation to what is strategically relevant 

and useful. This means that the definition of 

talent must be adjusted in line with that the 

strategic needs change, and therefore the 

company’s definition of talent is not static.

WHAT IS TALENT?



 � Aspiration is the ambition for more 

influence and to make a bigger difference. 

It’s about the combination of the desire 

to learn and specific transformation of 

this learning into results supplemented 

with specific daily actions that manifest 

the expressed ambitions in practice.

The last point regarding actions is very 

decisive in talent development. The talented 

and productive aspect is mainly found in 

what the talented individuals do. There’s a 

need for people who don’t just talk about 

what needs to happen but who actually 

make it happen. There’s a need for people 

who cannot only see what’s missing and can 

diagnose it but to an even greater extent 

contribute with solutions to these challenges 

and the ability to get people around them 

on board about doing something about it. 

Therefore, you should be critical about 

how this balance is displayed amongst the 

talented individuals and whether they are 

capable of putting action behind their words.

in a unique position between the priorities 

of the company and the people who must 

realize these strategic objectives. Leaders 

must create the link between the company’s 

direction and the talented people’s 

orientation, and it’s when these two meet 

that value is created. To succeed with this, 

the leaders’ own talent must be activated. 

If they have the abilities, commitment and 

aspiration to see and develop talent, then 

what do we do to help them succeed in this 

task ?

This means that talent development always 

has elements of leadership development 

in it. We want the talented individuals in 

the company to go through an accelerated 

development and make a decisive difference. 

For that to happen, what should your leaders 

do, and how do you help them succeed?

Start by assessing individual leaders when 

you select talented people. Use the same 

stringent approach when assessing talented 

people’s potential to also assess leaders’ 

potential, since cooperation between leaders 

and talented people is very important for 

how far you can go with talent development. 

Leaders must put their leadership skills, 

commitment and aspiration into play in 

order to develop themselves, others and 

the company. If this happens then talent 

development is itself improved significantly.
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Perhaps the most crucial factor for 

implementing successful talent 

development is leadership. The 

leaders of talented individuals sit 

IT REQUIRES TALENT TO 

DEVELOP TALENT



Talent development is not the core of what 

the company is there to do, but it can be an 

essential requirement for it to happen. For 

that to happen, then talent development 

has to pass the test that no matter how 

well conceived or how good the methods 

we use are, reality will always win. We must 

implement talent development that both fits 

the reality that the company is in right now 

and contribute to creating the reality that 

you want to be in. 

When it succeeds, then the boundaries of 

the individual and collective capabilities are 

moved, and thus the company’s productivity. 

It extends the scales of what is actually 

possible and can introduce a new level 

of performance and commitment, in the 

same way it can exceed expectations about 

what you are actually able to realize. If your 

company wants to move from implementing 

talent development to implementing 

strategic talent development, then there 

needs to be a change.

Afterwards, make sure that leaders feel 

prepared  and are able to master the 

elements associated with good talent 

leadership in your company. Put your 

leadership foundation and values specifically 

into play through talent development. This is 

where all the words can turn into actions. Put 

the task of talent development together with 

the development that leaders are already 

focused on so that they incorporate their 

existing development focus into the talent 

leadership role and not as two separate 

things.

One of the most satisfying things as a leader 

is when the development of the company 

coincides with the development of your 

employees. It can raise the job of leaders to 

a new level that reaches beyond oneself and 

leaves a significant mark on the surroundings. 

This happens, among other times, when you 

as a leader see the potential in your people 

that they haven’t yet discovered. 
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REALITY WINS

When talent development is rooted in what 

the company is there to do and in the chosen 

strategy, then opportunities are created 

that otherwise wouldn’t have occurred. 

Then it becomes the real difference we as 

a company want to create that stands in the 

foreground while the methods for doing this 

follow afterwards.


