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HR practitioners with good inten-
tions, sometimes default to creat-
ing talent processes, programs, or 
adopting external best practices 

for their organization, rather than 
understanding the unique priorities 
and strategy of their organization.  

When one goes down this path, it typically leads 
to misguided talent activities that waste organi-
zational resources, time, and energy and, ulti-
mately, leads to missed opportunities to drive the 
business strategy through talent strategy. 

To grasp an organization’s business strategy, HR 
practitioners should be able to answer: 

• What are the strategic objectives and aspira-
tions of the organization? 

• Where is the organization placing its strate-
gic bets for future success? 

• How will the organization differentiate itself 
from its competitors?

• How will the organization add unique value 
to customers?

By understanding the answers to these types of 
questions, HR practitioners take a first step to 
link their talent and business strategies.  

2.  Identify organizational capabilities.  Or-
ganizational capabilities represent 3-4 things an 
organization does best and have a direct impact 
on the execution of its business strategy. These 
capabilities usually represent things people 
admire about the organization or for which the 
company is best known (e.g., Ritz Carlton is 
synonymous with extraordinary and personalized 
customer service.)
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If you ask an organizational leader to ar-
ticulate his/her company’s talent strategy, 
the answers probably will sound more like 
a list of talent processes, programs, and 

practices versus a talent strategy. 

While each element is important to enable a tal-
ent strategy, by itself, it is not a talent strategy.    

A talent strategy is a road map for how an 
organization plans to achieve 3-5 talent-related 
outcomes (usually over a multi-year period) 
deemed critical to executing the company’s busi-
ness strategy. Although the specific outcomes 
of a talent strategy vary, they often stem from 
the broader talent outcome of ensuring that the 
organization has an engaged workforce, with the 
right skills, when and where it needs them.  

A firm’s talent strategy not only includes the tal-
ent outcomes to be achieved, but also the tactics 
for achieving them, key stakeholders, time-frame 
for execution, and the measures for evaluating 
impact. The goal of the talent strategy is to close 
critical talent gaps and leverage talent, so the 
greatest impact on business strategy and results 
can be achieved. 

How Does a Talent Strategy Get Created?
Developing an impactful talent strategy need not 
be a grueling endeavor. However, it requires a 
thought process that enables one to make the link 
between talent and business strategy.   

The following are four steps in which Human 
Resources (HR) practitioners can better help 
their organizations develop and execute a talent 
strategy that drives business strategy.   

1. Develop a clear understanding of the busi-
ness strategy. While the business strategy may 
seem like an obvious starting point for develop-
ing a talent strategy, HR practitioners charged 
with helping their organization craft a talent 
strategy can struggle with this step.    
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While you cannot see them our 
touch them, capabilities represent 

a combination of people, processes, 
technology, information, and re-

sources that collectively enable the 
organization to deliver value to the 

customer and business results to 
the organization. 

Organizational capabilities are often the rea-
son two companies can have similar products, 
services, and business strategies, but achieve 
drastically different business results. Capabil-
ities provide a competitive advantage due to 
being unique and difficult to imitate. 

Some company examples of organizational 
capabilities include: 

Apple delivers value to the cus-
tomer by providing great prod-
ucts that people love and often 
feel they cannot live without. 
Apple’s organizational capability 
of innovation enables them to 
do this better than competitors.  

Walmart delivers customer 
value through low and affordable 
prices. It’s capability in supply 
chain management allows them 
to drive costs savings to custom-
ers.

Amazon delivers customer value 
by getting products to customers 
with speed, sometimes overnight 
or even the same day. Amazon’s 
organizational capability in 
logistics enables them to excel in 
this area. 

Similar to these organizations, your company 
delivers customer value through a few vital 
organizational capabilities. HR practitioners can 
add significant value to their organizations by 
helping business leaders identify the capabilities 
most critical to executing the organization’s 
business strategy. HR can facilitate a dialogue 
around questions such as:  

• What are the things the company must excel 
at to deliver on its strategic promises?

• What things, if done exceptionally well, will 
allow the organization to differentiate itself 
and deliver unique value to customers (e.g., 
speed, innovation, customer intimacy, oper-
ational efficiency).

From the list of identified capabilities, a capa-
bility audit can be conducted to determine any 
gaps between actual and desired performance on 
each capability. This effort can be made through 
a survey or discussion with stakeholders (e.g., 
leadership, employees, customers, suppliers.)

Regardless of how the information is collected, 
respondents should be given a clear definition 
of each capability to ensure consistency. It is 
important for HR to collaborate with leaders up-
front to establish and agree on definitions. Some 
examples might include: 

• Innovation - we are good at creating 
something new that adds value,

• Customer Intimacy -  we are good at 
building lasting relationships with our 
customers,

• Operational Excellence - we are good at 
managing costs.

The information gathered from the capability 
audit can be used by leaders to select 3-4 organi-
zational capabilities they feel have the strongest 
and most direct impact on business strategy 
execution.     

3. Determine talent implications. The focus 
now shifts to understanding how talent impacts 
the 3-4 capabilities.  HR can help uncover this 
information by facilitating a discussion with 
leaders that focus on questions, such as:  

• How does implementing this capability at 
an extraordinary level change how work is 
done and/ or who is doing the work? 

• Where would higher performance levels 
have the greatest impact on capability?
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• What roles are critical to executing on 
these capabilities? Do we have A Players 
in these positions? Is there succession 
depth in these roles? 

• What talent constraints are inhibiting our 
ability to optimize this capability? 

Answers to these questions will enable leaders 
to come up with a list of talent implications that 
can be grouped into larger themes. HR can help 
the organization prioritize the top 3-4 themes 
they believe will have the biggest impact on 
organizational capabilities. These 3-4 priori-
ties will serve as the cornerstone of the talent 
strategy.    

4. Develop the talent strategy.  
The 3-4 talent priorities can be refined into 
specific talent outcomes the organization wants 
to achieve and the actions it will take to get 
there. If one of the talent implications is that the 
organization lacks succession depth for criti-
cal positions, you may come up with the talent 
outcome:  Have 2 successors for all critical 
positions within two years. A few of the tactics 
you may employ to achieve this outcome might 
include: 

• Implement a robust talent review process to 
identify those with potential, 

• Create success profiles for critical posi-
tions to identify the skills, knowledge, and 
behaviors required for high performance in 
those roles,

• Assess identified successors against suc-
cess profile to determine successor readi-
ness and development needs, 

• Put developmental plans in place to close 
developmental gaps for key successors.

This process can be followed for each of the 3-4 
talent outcomes in the talent strategy. Finally, 
include time-frames for execution, owners for 
key deliverables, and success measures for all 
actions and tactics in the talent strategy. This 
approach will drive clarity and accountability.  

Final Word
A talent strategy can be an effective vehicle to 
help drive an organization’s business strategy 
through talent. When well thought-out and 
connected to the business strategy, a talent strat-
egy provides a clear road map that focuses the 
organization, its resources, and investments on 
those talent areas that bring the greatest return to 
the business. 

The steps outlined provide insights for HR 
practitioners to consider as they help their orga-
nizations develop and execute talent strategies 
that reflect the unique business strategy and 
capabilities of their organization. In doing so, 
HR practitioners can add strategic value to the 
organization and serve as true business partners 
to the leaders they support.   
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