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About Talent and How HR Can Deliver It
Talent. Everyone knows that it can give your organization a competitive edge. But whose job
is it? Does it belong to the CEO? Or to HR?
The answer is both. The responsibility for talent is not a chicken-or-egg question of who comes
first. Instead, it is a carefully choreographed dance in which the C-suite and HR are partners in
developing talent excellence and business success.
Great business leaders believe in the ability of HR to transform an organization. As Starbucks
CEO Howard Schultz said in The New York Times, “The discipline I believe so strongly in is HR,
and it’s the last discipline that gets funded. Marketing, manufacturing — all these things are
important. But more often than not, the head of HR does not have a seat at the table. Big
mistake.”1
This mistake is one that many companies are trying to remedy. Between 2008 and 2010, the
number of all companies with a dedicated talent executive increased from 21 percent to 30
percent. Even with that growth, only 17 percent of companies with fewer than 1,000 employees
have a chief HR officer (CHRO).2
However, simply having a CHRO does not guarantee results. That’s why SuccessFactors wants
to help. With more than 3,500 customers — including 1,500 small and midsize business clients
— SuccessFactors knows more about best practices that have a business impact. What should
the CEO of a small or midsize business know about talent? How can HR deliver it? To save you
time and to offer a shortcut to success, we have identified five key ways that CHROs have an
impact on the business.

Highly effective CHROs know that you should:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

1

2

Establish a foundation of talent data.
Focus on strategic business issues, not tactical administration.
Position your company to handle growth and manage change.
Build for the future.
Have strategic guidance ready for your executive partners.

Groysberg, Boris. The New Path To the C-Suite. Harvard Business Review. March 2011. http://hbr.org/2011/03/
the-new-path-to-the-c-suite/ar/1
O’Leonard, Karen and Harris, Stacey. Talent Management Factbook 2010: Best Practices and Benchmarks in U.S.
Talent Management. Bersin & Associates. 2010. To purchase this report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Store/Details.
aspx?docid=12722
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What Is the Business Impact of HR?
The business case for the business impact of HR is clear. Organizations with HR integrated into the
business have nearly 40 percent lower turnover, 38 percent higher employee engagement and more
than twice the revenue per employee compared with compliance-driven HR organizations. The
payback resulting from improving HR effectiveness far outweighs the additional costs.
Revenue per employee:
Business-integrated HR: $270,647
Compliance-driven HR: $98,221
Source: Harris, Stacey and O’Leonard, Karen. The HR Factbook 2011: Executive Summary. Bersin & Associates. 2011.
To purchase this report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=14055

No.1 Establish a Foundation of Talent Data
We live in a data-driven world. The problem is usually not getting the data itself; the problem is getting
the right data at the right time. An effective CHRO understands this dilemma and has built a scalable
foundation of data that can provide visibility into every crucial talent area in an organization.

Some of the insights that talent data can offer include:
• Who are your top performers? If a few key people are driving most of the value for your business,
do you know who those people are? If you know who they are, can you develop other employees
to be like them or hire people with the same qualities?
• Who are your high-potential employees? Who are the new people in your organization with potential
to grow into future top performers and leaders? Can you help them develop the knowledge and
skills needed to develop faster, and can you monitor their progress over time?
• What are potential talent gaps? Every organization has key positions and people who drive significant value. Do you know which positions these are and your bench strength? If a few people leave,
is your business in jeopardy?
• What are you doing to engage your people? Are your employees productive? Are your managers
taking steps to reward top performers and improve average and low-performing employees? With
the right data, you can actually see if your organization is taking the necessary steps to keep people
happy and sustain productivity.
One of the main challenges for many CHROs is getting a true reading on the talent reality within the
organization rather than assuming that one’s aspirations for talent are the reality. Misreading the level
of organizational talent or making unrealistic assessments of the talent level of specific individuals on
their teams is a common mistake.3
To gather the real-time insight needed, HR needs a single scalable, reliable source of talent data. Can
you find the available talent when you need it? You may know that Nancy is a great engineer. But did
you know she also speaks Spanish and has a marketing background? Seeing that in her talent profile
might make her the perfect candidate for your new office in Florida. Building complete talent profiles
for all employees allows you to build the strongest possible project teams, find the ideal subject-matter
expert, select the perfect person to connect with your customers, or evaluate readiness for a strategic
shift in the company.
As HR works with business leaders on the front lines, the data foundation makes it easier to produce
workforce analytics, using statistical models that integrate internal and external data to predict future
workforce and talent-related behaviors and events.4 Armed with accurate, real-time data, these
analytics can result in more effective decisions related to workforce planning and recruitment,
compensation, development programs, and deploying critical talent.
Have you built a talent data foundation to get a more complete picture of the talent reality in your
organization? If not, you may be hard-pressed to build success in the future.
3

4

Wright, Patrick M. and Collins, Christopher J. The Chief Human Resources Officer: Key Challenges and Strategies for Success.
The Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies. Cornell University. 2008.
Human Capital Trends 2011 — Evolution/Revolution. Deloitte. http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_US/us/Services/consulting/
all-offerings/hot-topics/human-capital-trends-2011/index.htm
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Top Three Challenges Facing HR
HR measurement, workforce analytics, and employee development can provide real business benefits
or become major stumbling blocks. When asked to rate their three biggest challenges by Bersin &
Associates, HR respondents said:
1. Measuring HR programs in financial terms: 35 percent
2. Delivering workforce metrics and analytics: 26 percent
3. Driving internal mobility and career development: 24 percent
Source: Harris, Stacey. The High-Impact HR Organization: Top 10 Best Practices on the Road to Excellence. Bersin & Associates, 2011.
To purchase the report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=103313602

No.2 Focus on Strategic Business Issues,
Not Tactical Administration
The big knock on HR is always the same: They aren’t strategic, and they spend too much time on
tactical issues. The reality is more complex.
Tactical HR functions are essential core services, such as recruiting, onboarding, and basic skills
development. Not only should these functions not be ignored, solid execution of fundamental HR
services is essential to demonstrating competence and building credibility with leaders outside the
function. Bersin & Associates research has found that organizations that believe they are below
average at such core services were three times more likely to complain about a lack of respect from
business leaders.5
Technology is a key part of outstanding execution in HR services. HR can transfer the execution
responsibility for many people functions — such as performance appraisals — into the hands of live
managers. With technology, the cost per transaction for HR services decreases as cycle times grow
shorter. Companies can do more work in less time at a lower cost,6 which gives HR more time to focus
on strategy. Because building talent requires managers to do things that may make them
uncomfortable, these tools can provide a much-needed level of support to ensure that line managers
can do those uncomfortable things until they become a natural part of leadership.7
Relieved of tactical responsibilities but still able to assure effective execution, HR is better positioned
to look at talent in the same way a financial planner would look at an investment portfolio. As John
Boudreau explains in his book Retooling HR, a CHRO can model potential future risks and how the
organization would handle them. HR can use financial-style diversification — seeking the right mix
of employees, in the right jobs, with the right capabilities, to prepare the organization for potential
changes.8

Harris, Stacey. The High-Impact HR Organization: Top 10 Best Practices on the Road to Excellence. Bersin & Associates. 2011. To purchase
this report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=103313602
The Value of HR Technologies: Metrics and Stories. CedarCrestone. 2008.
7
Wright and Collins
8
Boudreau, John. Retooling HR. http://shrmstore.shrm.org/business-management/books-in-brief/retooling-hr.html
5
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No.3 Position Your Company to Handle Growth
and Manage Change
With technology, the cost
per transaction for
HR services decreases as
cycle times grow shorter.
Companies can do more
work in less time at a lower
cost, which gives HR more
time to focus on strategy.

One main lesson of the 2008 downturn remains top of mind for many business leaders: Change
happens suddenly, and you need to be prepared.
To be an effective partner for the C-suite, a CHRO needs to be able to facilitate growth, yet prepare for
sudden change. Fortunately, the cloud-computing technology that powers the best HR software is
ideally suited for flexibility.

What are some of the HR and business benefits of leveraging the cloud?
• Lower costs: Cloud-computing options cost far less than on-site solutions that require expensive
hardware, staff and support.9
• Improved scalability: Cloud solutions offer elastic scalability, allowing HR organizations to add or
remove capacity on demand, which is valuable for organizations with variable workloads or
growth spikes.10
• Faster to deploy: Rather than lengthy (and painful) implementation times, the best cloud systems
can be up and running in days.11
• Better service for end users: Intuitive, easy-to-use online systems give end users the ability to get
the information they need, when they need it.
• ROI: The time savings achieved in core HR functions alone is usually enough to justify the cost of the
technology.12
Your business should be careful to choose a solution provider that has extensive experience with
small and midsize businesses. For example, SuccessFactors has more small and midsize business
customers than the overall client base of any other vendor. This experience plays a key role in
helping a business manage the cultural impact of growth, which requires a significant investment in
developing leaders who can understand and internalize the new values that are needed to
succeed.13 Preparing these leaders should be a key HR function, and technology can play an
important role.
Growth also presents challenges of its own. In a report from Cornell University, a number of CHROs
identified specific talent issues associated with growth through acquisition. In particular, rapid
growth through acquisition is a common threat to creating a common culture and leadership
framework.14
During organizational change, the talent challenge is to transform the business model by
transforming talent. One HR leader told Cornell researchers that he used talent as the key lever to
move his company from its past to its future business model. This leader’s plan first required
identifying the values and competencies that would be critical to create the culture needed to
support the new model.15
Cloud-based HR tools provide the infrastructure needed to execute on your strategy, whether your
goals include improvement, efficiency or growth. However, don’t be fooled by the “me-too” claims
of other solutions. Experience counts because change is difficult enough on its own. Choosing
experience allows you to minimize risk and improve your chances of success. It will also steer you
toward a proven platform that provides both security for today and scalability for the future.
9
10
11
12

13

14
15

Deloitte
Ibid.
Ibid.
Bersin, Josh. The Business Case for Performance Management: A Handbook for HR Executives and Managers. Bersin & Associates. 2008.
To purchase this report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=10336670
Wright, Patrick M. and Collins, Christopher J. The Chief Human Resources Officer: Key Challenges and Strategies for Success. The Center
for Advanced Human Resource Studies. Cornell University. 2008.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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No.4 Build for the Future
Whether your company is building for growth or for sustainability, you are building for the future. In
many ways, the legacy of any business or HR leader will be determined by developing the next
generation of talent.

Cloud-based HR
tools provide the
infrastructure needed to
execute on your strategy,
whether your goals
include improvement,
efficiency or growth.

That isn’t good news for many organizations. Talent gaps exist at all levels, from the senior
leadership ranks to key technical and specialist roles. Developing high-potential employees to take
on these future roles is imperative, and many organizations believe that they could do better.
• A need for leaders: Sixty percent of executives say leadership development and talent management are their companies’ most critical people issues.16
• Gaps create risks: For example, HR leaders cite talent gaps in the HR function as a major
obstacle to delivering on the CEO’s priorities and meeting strategic objectives.17
• Few organizations integrate succession planning and management: Without a development plan,
a list of successors is just names on a sheet of paper. However, that is often the reality. In 21
percent of organizations, identification of high-potential employees is nonexistent or inconsistent,
and only 19 percent have a fully mature high-potential program integrated into business needs.18

To build for the future, companies need to rethink the way they assess and address
talent gaps:
• Talent mobility: The “corporate ladder” doesn’t really exist anymore. What if one of your top
performers needs more time to care for an ailing parent or pursue an MBA? Career paths should
allow for lateral and diagonal moves as well as upward ones.19
• Talent pooling: Tomorrow’s superstars aren’t always the ones you expect. A better way to build
your talent pipeline is to develop and nurture “pools” of talent for future skill and leadership needs.
• Career & development: Organizations need to balance individual and organizational needs when
building for the future. Employees need to clearly understand what’s in it for them.

16
17

18

19

Deloitte
The Chief Human Resources Officer: Shifting Roles & Challenges. The Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies. Cornell University.
2009.
Loew, Laci. The Art and Science of Building a High-Potential Strategy: Key Practices to Maximize the Performance of Top Talent. Bersin &
Associates. 2011. To purchase this report, visit http://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=15055
Deloitte
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No.5 Have Strategic Guidance Ready for
Your Executive Partners
If a “seat at the table” is the pinnacle for any HR leader, when is someone ready? By most
measures, readiness occurs only when senior executives believe that HR truly understands the
needs of the business and can proactively recommend a talent strategy that achieves those aims.

How can an HR leader earn that trust?
• Developing reliable and repeatable performance: Many HR leaders can point to an innovative
service they developed to solve a critical business challenge, and their stories have a familiar
theme: The work required cooperation, good will and effort by HR professionals, who stepped up
to the challenge to accomplish something important.20
• Leveraging logic-driven analytics: Define talent metrics and score cards to measure the impact of
talent management investments on business performance.21
• Focusing the business on the right things: Aggressive goals are appropriate for aspects of a job
that drive value for an organization. HR should make sure that employees are striving for excellence where it matters — even if it means accepting merely adequate performance in less-essential parts of the job.22
Effective HR leaders are able to fill a number of roles well — strategic adviser, confidant, coach, and
talent architect. Success as a modern CHRO comes not from performing one role well but from
being able to successfully integrate these roles simultaneously.23 Also, a CHRO cannot hope to
succeed without the backing of a CEO who makes talent a priority. It’s no surprise that 63 percent
of CHROs said that talent is one of their CEO’s top priorities for HR.24 It’s a symbiotic relationship:
Talent-minded CEOs understand the need for strategic HR leaders, and strategic HR leaders
understand how to deliver value to their CEOs.

Conclusion
Both a CEO and an HR leader must work together to make talent a competitive advantage for their
companies. However, success is determined by more than hard work and collaboration. Line
managers and employees must get involved. Tools, infrastructure and best practices are needed to
engage everyone in the organization and to capture the data needed to inform decision making. And
no one can help accelerate a small or midsize business and propel it toward talent management
maturity like SuccessFactors. With Business Execution (BizX) Solutions in the Cloud, we can help
individual employees and entire organizations achieve exceptional performance.

20
21

22

23
24

Deloitte
Prokopeak, Mike. Five Principles of Transformative HR. Talent Management. 2011. http://talentmgt.com/articles/view/
five-principles-of-transformative-hr
Boudreau, John. Retooling HR: How to Focus on the Right Performance. 2010. http://www.tlnt.com/2010/08/16/
retooling-hr-how-to-focus-on-the-right-performance/
The Chief Human Resources Officer: Shifting Roles & Challenges. The Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies. Cornell University. 2009.
Ibid.
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For Further Reading

Books
Retooling HR: Using Proven Business Tools to Make Better Decisions About Talent

John Boudreau explains how to adapt thinking that businesses already use in other business functions to
engage your employees and improve your people practices.

Rethinking Strategic HR
Dr. John Sullivan, a Human Resources professional at San Francisco State University and the former chief talent
officer for a 43,000-employee organization, shares ideas on how to improve the business impact of your HR function.

The ROI of Human Capital: Measuring the Economic Value of Employee Performance
Dr. Jack Fitz-enz helps you quantify the contribution of your employees to the bottom line with a blend of
management expertise and quantitative metrics to gauge productivity.

Reports
Bersin & Associates
Reports form the California-based experts in human capital and HR technology can be purchased individually
or as part of an annual subscription. For more information, visit www.bersin.com.

Cornell University’s Center for Advanced Human Resource Studies
The HR Studies faculty at the Cornell ILR School investigates issues relevant to practitioners and produces
high-quality research about strategic HR. For more information, visit www.ilr.cornell.edu/cahrs/research/.

Human Capital Trends 2011 — Revolution/Evolution
This free report from Deloitte presents key opportunities and challenges facing organizations that want to
transform their HR practices. http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_US/us/Services/consulting/all-offerings/
hot-topics/human-capital-trends-2011/index.htm

On the Web
The Business of Talent blog from Bersin & Associates
This blog from Josh Bersin provides timely analysis of strategic technology and strategic human capital issues.

Knowledge@Wharton blogs from Wharton business school
The University of Pennsylvania’s prestigious business school provides several HR-specific blogs geared toward
HR and key business functions.

Harvard Business Review blog
The blog for the premier management publication offers daily lessons on strategy, leadership, and people that
you can use in your day-to-day business.

SuccessFactors Business Execution blog
Keep up with the latest news and thought leadership from SuccessFactors.
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