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Identifying rising talents is not as 
straightforward as you might assume. 
The difficulty quite possibly begins 
with the word itself, or at least its defi-
nition. From the outset, we should be 
clear that we are talking about a hybrid 
of skill, knowledge, behaviour, judg-
ment and application that can be devel-
oped and enhanced, and not something 
that – in the manner of a silver-spoon 
or a halo – we believe someone was 
born with. In the arena of talent assess-
ment, we are talking about the selected 
quota, not a mythical chosen few.

That caveat aside, assessing talent is 
not a simple matter of applying criteria. 
In recruitment or selection for devel-
opment or promotion, there is also a 
context of not just the present but the 
future of the organisation undertaking 
the assessment. Hiring a world-beating 
sales team will do little for an organisa-
tion that needs product developers or 
strategists. Much like a gardener select-
ing plants, you must understand your 
soil and climate as well as the range of 
flora that you can choose from.

Two mainstream TV shows that are, 
in their different ways, essentially about 
‘talent-spotting’ highlight how the success 
rate can be lower than hoped for. Think, 
for example, of the low retention rate that 
Lord Sugar has experienced with his series 
The Apprentice despite what is effec-
tively a prolonged, televised assessment 
centre with specialist observers/advisers. 
Whatever the arguments about the pro-
gramme’s role as a vehicle for promot-
ing business, its hit rate in recruitment 
and retention is strikingly low. Perhaps 
it is overly optimistic in its expectations 
that the successful candidates can hit the 
ground running?  

Think also of The X Factor, which – 
unlike The Apprentice – makes great play 
of the in-series coaching and mentoring, 
and provides fearsome levels of market-
ing and financial backing after the ‘win’. 
While the sheer publicity around the 
final guarantees one major hit single, few 
artists have sustained successful careers. 
Leona Lewis may be an international star, 
but many other winners have seen their 
second or third single stall a long way 
short of the Top 100. (If you want to bet 

on the series, put your money on the 
runners-up: an investment in Olly Murs, 
JLS or Rebecca Ferguson would have 
handsomely out-performed a tenner on 
Steve Brookstein.) Applicants’ willingness 
to ‘play the industry game’ on a long term 
basis is a hard element to identify at the 
time, but remains crucial. ‘Switching on 
the Christmas Lights in Coalville’ might 
make a compelling title for a blues ballad, 
but it has less magic as a CV entry.

Remember, however, that neither Sugar 
nor Cowell depend crucially on the suc-
cess of the talents they are identifying and 
promoting: Cowell’s wealth comes prima-
rily from owning the programme format, 
not the success of its winners (or losers). 
Lord Sugar donates his BBC fee to Great 
Ormond Street Hospital. By contrast, 
most organisations assessing talent are 
making investment decisions about their 
own futures: hiring or developing the next 
generation, or preparing their business for 
new challenges by ensuring the neces-
sary skills are in place. In business, Talent 
Managers are not there to build a career 
on the talents of others: indeed, they are 
there to strengthen the hand that they 
must hope will continue to feed them.

Nor, however, should they be merely 
talent scouts: the best performing teams 
are built, not hired. There is a basic initial 
difficulty in finding the right person – not 
so much ‘knowing a good thing when we 
see it’, as knowing whether what we are 
seeing is or isn’t ‘a good thing’. Assess-
ing talent and potential is not the same 
as assessing performance: like leadership 
itself, future potential – in any role – is 
not just about skills or knowledge, but a 
cross-section of engagement, aspiration, 
hunger for learning and development, and 
a willingness to adopt new approaches and 
change behaviours. Robust criteria and 
methodologies are needed to first identify 
potential, followed by strategies to enable 
fledgling talents to fly.

The global business of assessing talent and 
potential goes beyond simply assessing cur-
rent levels of performance. When we inter-
pret and analyse the past, we view it with the 
privilege of hindsight: explanations and pre-
vailing circumstances can (at least in an ideal 
world) be rationalised. But, much like view-
ing a cash flow forecast or a photograph 

album of the early stages of a romance, 
the past – and even the present - is not nec-
essarily a guide to the future. Given that 
talent development programmes – or any 
learning intervention – are grounded in the 
belief or expectation that interventions can 
enhance both talent and its application, it 
should not surprise us that the trajectory 
of talent is not merely fatalistic. Even if 
we believe that talent is born rather than 
acquired, we still tend to believe it can be 
developed, directed and managed.

The key word here is ‘potential’: to 
assess talent is to identify those people 
who will succeed at higher levels and rise 
successfully to meet future challenges. 
This requires that we assess more than 
skills or knowledge, or the role they have 
played in underpinning past perform-
ance and achievement. (It is important 
to note that supervisors and managers 
have the clearest view of performance, 
but aren’t necessarily the best judges of 
potential.) The assessment of potential 
must also address less readily quantifi-
able aspects that include engagement, 
aspiration, agility and individual willing-
ness to identify and address development 
challenges, adopt new approaches and 
change behaviours.

That list of factors should not suggest that 
they can be assessed in isolation from each 
other - the development of individual talent, 
its successful application and its relationship 
to organisational or team performance, is 
shaped by a complex interplay. 

Ability trumps all, of course, but the 
desire for a position of authority and 
responsibility is not a reliable indicator of 
someone’s ability to fulfil it. This inabil-
ity to accurately discern our own capacity 
– and, by implication, the impact of our 
decisions and desires on others – points 
to another key element in fruitful talent 
development: self-awareness. The arcs of 
our working lives are inextricably linked 
with our relationships and interactions: 
without a sensibility that recognises 
individual differences and preferences, 
assesses the impact of our own behaviours 
and style on others and guides us to adapt 
our approach accordingly, we might still 
rise through the ranks. But we are likely 
to travel less far, and both us and others 
may be more bruised by the experience. 

Strategies For Assessing Talent: 
How To Spot ‘A Good Thing’
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This is, however, also a lesson for organi-
sations. While our last point concerned 
individual behavioural style and preferences, 
a similar compatibility around personality, 
organisational needs and cultural alignment 
must be reached. With neither individuals 
nor companies can it safely be assumed that 
things will simply evolve in the right way.

Developing and realising talent’s poten-
tial requires effort, and not merely on the 
part of the talented: those responsible for 
managing and implementing the develop-
ing and realising process must also apply 
themselves diligently. Just like genius, to 
which it is too often erroneously com-
pared, talent requires a high proportion 
of perspiration to inspiration - and those 
responsible for the optimisation of the 
talented must be prepared at the very least 
to break into the occasional glow. Taking 
care of talent in isolation is no guarantee. 
To develop the most capable people with 
the greatest potential to appropriately fill 
the requirements of the roles of the future, 
we must consider talent management in 
parallel with capabilities, job design and 
succession planning as well as assessment 
centre design and performance manage-
ment practices. Unpicking the fabric of 

the organisation will not strengthen it.
One challenge for some organisations is 

that diagnostic tools to support assessment - 
one widely used example is the 9 Box Talent 
Map - can become the focus of their atten-
tion rather than acting as an aid to focus-
ing on the real agenda. If a diagnostic tool’s 
checklist is becoming a cart that is leading 
the horse, there are several steps the organi-
sation can take: ensure tools are enslaved to 
the business strategy and resulting talent 
strategy, not vice versa; regularly review how 
far any tools remain fit for purpose; the tal-
ent strategy - and the tools associated with 
it - must be reviewed whenever the busi-
ness strategy changes; always take time to 
identify what any tool can not measure. 
The things we can quantify most readily are 
not necessarily the things we most need to 
weigh in balance. 

Successful talent management strate-
gies need to review and, where necessary, 
challenge other organisational practices. 
From ASK’s global work and research in 
learning transfer and application, for exam-
ple, we are aware that organisations typi-
cally focus their greatest energy and atten-
tion on the design and delivery of learning 
interventions, while paying little attention 

to three aspects that play an equally crucial 
role in developing key talent:

Selecting candidates on the basis of •	
learner characteristics
Ensuring that the workplace environ-•	
ment creates opportunities for new 
skills and behaviours to be practised
Ensuring that leaders, culture, peer •	
groups and line managers actively sup-
port learners in applying their learning 
and development.

For both individuals and talent managers, 
there is - levity aside - more than a little 
wisdom in Mae West’s famous quip that, 
“It’s not what you’ve got, it’s what you do 
with it.” They might wish to note that Ms 
West also found time to observe that, “An 
ounce of performance is worth pounds 
of promises”, “Anything worth doing is 
worth doing slowly”, and, “I believe that 
it's better to be looked over than it is to 
be overlooked.” Whether you believe her 
to have been talented or not, Ms West’s 
seven decade career in the entertainment 
business suggests she also found the time 
to take her own advice. 

Anton Franckeiss
Managing Director, ASK Europe


