
TAKE A 
STAND

ON TALENT
IT’S TIME FOR APAC’S 

COMPANIES TO STEP UP



Today’s complex 

business landscape 

makes employees 

the most fruitful 

source of competitive 

advantage, but also 

makes it harder 

than ever to realize 

that advantage; 

focusing on the right 

talent management 

strategies will pay 

handsome dividends.
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THE PACE OF  
CHANGE AND  
CORPORATE  
COMPLEXITY

Technological advances and 

the deluge of data they bring, 

along with the ease with which 

firms can trade globally, send 

new trends soaring round 

the world at record pace, and 

lead everyone to demand the 

latest product or new type of 

service ‘now’.
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It also means that companies 

can test and launch new 

products at hyper speed and 

so produce something seemingly 

out of nowhere to upend an 

established market.

Managers should be careful not to mistake 

complex systems for complicated systems. 

As this article points out, complicated 

systems are predictable; complex ones aren’t. 

‘Complicated’ is what companies have based 

their success on for decades, if not centuries. 

They took a complicated process – like producing 

cars or steel – did it quicker and cheaper than 

everyone else, and created a successful company 

as a result. What companies must now deal with, 

however, is complexity. Complex systems have 

so many different but interdependent elements 

that they are simply not predictable. 

Global markets have become complex 

systems that now change so much and so quickly 

that companies have no choice but to respond, 

rather than just keep refining what made them 

successful in the first place.
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The pace of change – and the 

threat and opportunity it brings – 

is probably more evident in APAC 

than anywhere else. 

Alibaba was named one of the world’s most 

disruptive companies by KPMG in its 2018 Global 

Technology Innovation Report.

Xiaomi was only founded in 2010 but is now the 

fifth-largest smartphone maker in the world and 

is already expanding into deep learning and AI. 

Tencent’s WeChat has made China a cashless 

society within five years.

Grab (now the owner of Uber’s Singapore 

business) and the Indonesian Go Jek are rapidly 

upending APAC’s travel sector. 

In Australia and New Zealand, with fast-growing 

global innovators like Xero and Atlassian, 

companies have had to deal not only with this 

accelerating pace of change across all sectors, 

but also with an aging population. This has meant 

a limited (and shrinking) supply of skilled workers 

at a time they are needed more than ever.
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WHY 
COMPLEXITY 
MAKES  
TALENT SO 
IMPORTANT

One of the most significant 

results of this complex world 

is that it requires employees at 

all levels of an organization to 

work in very different ways to 

how they did even five years 

ago, let alone ten, and – just as 

importantly – be prepared to 

change both the work they do 

and the way they do it again 

and again over the coming years.
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No wonder that a recent Korn 

Ferry-commissioned study, carried 

out by the Centre for Economic 

and Business Research, found 

that workers now make an outsize 

contribution to our economy, 

compared to other assets. The study 

revealed that human capital-people, 

labor, knowledge-will be worth as 

much as $1.2 quadrillion globally 

over the next five years. In contrast, 

physical capital-inventory, real estate 

and technology-will be worth an 

estimated $521 trillion.

Human talent and intelligence is, 

therefore, 2.33 times more valuable 

than everything else put together. 

The study spans eight countries, 

and each nation tells the same story.

The analysis provides two reasons 

why, in this world of complexity, 

human talent trumps technology. 

First, as an individual’s potential 

is not fixed, capabilities (and 

motivation) can be boosted 

again and again for the benefit 

of both employee and employer. 

Second, time turns people into 

better workers; experience and 

seniority make them more valuable. 

In contrast, technology works at 

a certain maximum ‘output’ and 

depreciates over time.

HHHuummmaann tttaleentt aannd 

iiinnnttteeelllliigggeeenncccee iiss

mmooorree vvaalluuaabbllee tthhaannn 

aaaallllllll oootthheer asseets 

put tttoogggeeeettheerr
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APAC COMPANIES 
CANNOT AFFORD  
TO STAND STILL

In APAC the talent challenge is even 

starker due to the pace of change in the 

region, especially China, and also the 

chronic lack of talent supply. 

It can be hard enough to find employees 

with the right level of experience - in 

leadership positions right through to entry 

level. It’s even rarer to find those with the 

right level of experience and the right 

‘agility’ competencies to work in such a 

fast-moving and ambiguous environment.
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Korn Ferry data from our Talent 

Crunch report shows that, by 2030, 

China alone may have nearly 7 million 

positions for which it doesn’t have 

suitable highly skilled workers. 

In Indonesia, this figure is 3.8 million, 

in Singapore 1.1 million, and in 

Hong Kong 0.7 million.

And yet there’s misplaced optimism 

about the future among business 

leaders in the region, who actually 

anticipate enjoying a surplus of such 

labor to choose from by then.

The talent gap: perception vs reality
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It can be difficult 

not only to find 

people with the 

right experience 

and capabilities but 

also to develop key 

competencies  

for success.

One of the most prominent 

and urgent business challenges 

in this complex and fast-

moving world is digitalizing 

the organization. 

Recent Korn Ferry work on 

what makes a ‘digital leader’ 

assessed data on 9,000 APAC 

employees, and compared 

the average results of each 

country in the region to the 

‘great digital leader’ archetype 

that companies now require 

(regardless of where they 

are based). 

Australian employees came out 

as those best positioned in the 

region to help their firm thrive 

in this new environment, and 

the next best match was India. 

This should not lead to any 

complacency, however. 
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Australian leaders, in particular, 

need to do more to unleash their 

employees’ creative and curious 

entrepreneurial thinking. Beyond  

this, there are significant gaps in 

other Asian countries. 

Most importantly, there is no reason 

to assume this pattern is any 

different when it comes to the similar 

set of capabilities employees at all 

levels now require when dealing with 

the scale and pace of change.

The attributes of a great digital 

leader include managing ambiguity, 

engagement and persuasion, and 

cultivating innovation – attributes  

that equally apply to 

high-performing individual 

contributors in this environment. 
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LOOK AFTER 
YOUR TALENT, 
AND THE RETURNS 
WILL TAKE CARE 
OF THEMSELVES.

So as companies need a swathe of very 

human capabilities in this complex and 

unpredictable world, it’s no surprise that 

those that are reassessing how they get 

the most out of their employees are the 

ones that outperform their competitors.
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Our recent ‘Reimagining Talent Management’ 

research across 29 leading global organizations 

makes a case for choosing to refresh or disrupt 

talent management to drive enhanced 

business performance. 

Two groups of companies in the research – 

‘refreshers’ (47% of the research sample) who are 

adapting the way they run their talent management 

processes and ‘disruptors’ (33% of the sample) 

who are fundamentally rethinking their entire 

approach to talent management – were far more 

likely to achieve five-year total shareholder returns 

of more than 50% than those not rethinking 

their talent management.

47% refreshers

33% disruptors

>50%

of the research sample

of the research sample

five-year total shareholder returns
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ORGANIZATIONS WITH HIGH  

VALUE TSR (TOTAL  

SHAREHOLDER RETURN) ARE 

MORE LIKELY TO BE REFRESHING 

OR DISRUPTING THEIR TALENT 

MANAGEMENT APPROACH.

Refreshers

“ Our current philosophy and approach is 

right, we are sticking with it, and believe 

success will come from focusing on 

building capability to make sure it is fully 

embedded with some light-touch changes 

in the process.”

Disruptors

“ We are disrupting our whole philosophy 

and approach; simplifying, removing 

process and becoming more agile 

and purpose-led.”
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ABOUT OUR RESEARCH

Our Reimagining Talent Management research was produced 

from a combination of two studies during late 2017 and 

early 2018 and included interviews with 29 leading global 

organizations to understand their response to seismic changes 

taking place in the workplace.

Organizations included:
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SO, TALENT 
MANAGEMENT 
IS IMPORTANT

BUT HARD 
TO GET RIGHT

It’s clear that, regardless of 

region or sector, the complex, 

unpredictable nature of today’s 

globalized markets makes it 

paramount to have the right 

employees in the right roles 

– and the right resources and 

processes to ensure this.
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This approach is almost always 

referred to as ‘talent management’ 

but looked at in a particular light, 

the term is almost an oxymoron. 

‘Management’ means the 

direction and control of something, 

but ‘talent’ tends to be defined 

as a natural ability or aptitude 

– something that it is incredibly 

di�cult to direct, plan for or control. 

Without doubt, then, talent 

management – or whatever term 

we choose to use – is hard. 

And, as a result, companies tend to 

focus insu�cient time and resources 

on it – especially at a time when

there are so many other urgent 

and di�cult business problems 

on the table.

Incremental approaches are not 

enough. It’s akin to constantly 

extending a house without stepping 

back to consider how the whole 

structure now looks and works. 

In the end, it’s best to knock the 

house down and start again rather 

than live with disconnected design 

ideas that don’t work together 

– much like the most successful 

companies covered in Korn Ferry’s 

research are now doing.
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WHAT’S 
MAKING TALENT 
MANAGEMENT 
EVEN HARDER? 

Getting caught up in  

faddish trends

Failing to think about how 

the whole talent management 

system works together 

Focusing on inputs and 

process efficiencies,  

rather than outcomes

Adding new processes  

without taking others away
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Put simply:

THIS MAKES IT HARDER TO  

FIND THE RIGHT PEOPLE 

AND EASIER TO LOSE THEM.

P

T

F

A
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TAKING A STAND 
ON TALENT: 

IMPERATIVE 1

Simplify and add a dose of objectivity.

So despite what seems like an inherent 

contradiction between the complex, 

messy task of identifying and nurturing 

people’s talent and the efficient, 

repeatable processes required by good 

‘management,’ there is a growing view 

among leading HR teams that less is more.

They now realize that if they want to 

give line managers greater accountability, 

they need to help them exercise 

good judgment. 
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HR need to provide simpler  

and fewer tools to line  

managers – to release  

rather than control better  

talent decisions.

Right now, the complicated nature of many talent 

management processes and the time and effort 

they involve means that managers and HR teams 

tend to focus too heavily on the top few tiers of 

the hierarchy and on a narrow range of information, 

often based purely on past performance, rather 

than on suitability for current or future challenges. 

Also, it’s rare that talent management processes 

rely solely on objective sources of information to 

make decisions about how to staff teams, whether 

to promote people or move them into new roles; it’s 

often based far too much on ‘gut feel’, especially 

when so much data and information can now be 

collected and analyzed.

This is especially important as companies now deal 

with such a complex marketplace and competitive 

landscape. Often, new roles – Social Media Monitor, 

Information Security Threat Coordniator etc. – will 

have to be created and staffed quickly. If talent 

management processes aren’t working well, the 

wrong people will fill those roles. Again, this will  

be usually be people who have been high performers  

in a previous – or more traditional – role, rather  

than those who are best suited to a new and  

fluid working environment.
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TAKING A STAND 
ON TALENT:

IMPERATIVE 2

Make choices and focus.

Forward-thinking talent management 

teams now put much less emphasis on 

seniority and identify the most important 

talent based on their capabilities and skills 

to take the company forward over the 

next decade.  

Once these groups or ‘pools’ of employees are established, 

the individuals in them are viewed as a corporate asset, 

with bold decisions being taken to move employees into key 

roles that will develop them in the right way for the future. 
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This helps companies establish 

their most critical employees 

as a source of competitive 

advantage, which positions talent 

management investments as a 

more differentiated, commercially 

focused activity. 

When it comes to succession 

planning, they take a ‘Tetris model’ 

approach by doing deep analysis 

of segments of talent that create 

competitive advantage and/or 

are key to the strategic ambition 

of the business, and then more 

traditional succession planning 

at the enterprise level.

This is by no means a universal 

approach, though, and HR teams 

still have much evangelical work 

to do. Worryingly, in fact, many of 

those in senior positions are still far 

too complacent about being able 

to call on the right talent in future 

crunch moments. 
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TAKING A STAND 
ON TALENT: 

IMPERATIVE 3

Draw on the right information to make 

the best talent decisions.

Once HR leaders understand how 

they want to shape talent strategy, 

they need to think through how to 

gather information on employees at 

all levels of the organization to make 

the right decisions about developing, 

managing and retaining top talent. 
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Korn Ferry’s online assessment solution 

– Korn Ferry Assess – brings all of Korn 

Ferry’s data, research and market insight 

into one common platform to help clients 

make better, faster talent decisions.

This provides talent management teams 

at every stage of the maturity curve with 

tools and resources to make the most of 

the talent at the firm’s disposal.
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For those still taking a 
traditional approach:

Talent managers run their planning 

process annually and follow other 

firms in how they respond to changing 

workforce trends.

They define the most important talent 

in their organization as key successors to 

those in critical senior roles and see stretch 

moves only as those that will directly lead 

an employee to their next promotion.

Tools to use:

Korn Ferry’s Success Profiles help teams 

at this level of maturity to understand 

“what good looks like” for each key role 

throughout the organization.  

Based on decades of job analysis and 

research, they combine everything that 

we know about a role and describe the 

work that needs to be done, plus the skills, 

experiences, competencies and traits 

that jobholders need to possess to be 

successful doing that work.  

Korn Ferry Assess can then be used to 

identify how well employees fit with  

the Success Profile for key positions  

with the organization, and to develop  

them accordingly.

For those  
changing quickly:

Talent managers respond to new workforce 

trends quickly and refine and update their 

strategic talent plans midway through 

each planning phase. 

They define important talent more 

broadly than those in the first group, 

which includes time and resources spent in 

identifying high-potential future leaders.

Tools to use:

Beyond what’s described to the left, talent 

functions at this stage of maturity can use 

Korn Ferry Assess to identify high-potential 

employees on the basis of more than just 

current and past performance. 

The tool uses comprehensive insights 

on potential, including an individual’s 

learning agility, their personality traits, 

the values and aspirations that drive 

them in their careers, the risk they could 

pose of derailing a project or part of 

the business in a larger role, and their 

experience. The platform also provides 

training and development content to help 

the right employees prepare for a bigger, 

broader role.

HOW MATURE IS 
YOUR HR FUNCTION?
Key talent activities to consider at different 

stages of experience and sophistication.
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For those that 
lead their sector:

Talent managers are typically the 

first movers in their sector when 

responding to new workforce trends. 

Their talent planning comprises multiple 

time horizons and is updated and 

adjusted frequently. 

They identify which talent segments are 

critically important to the future success 

of the firm, and match employees in 

those talent segments with emerging 

opportunities. They provide stretch roles 

for a wide range of employees to give 

them broad experience as they move 

through the organization.

Tools to use:

In addition, these talent functions can use 

Korn Ferry’s professional development 

tools for large employee populations. 

Scalable self-assessment tools on 

the platform provide development 

opportunities for the entire workforce  

and key data so that employees can 

manage their own development.

This data also gives HR teams a detailed 

understanding of different employees’ 

capabilities and enables them to segment 

the workforce in multiple ways.

For those at the 
cutting edge:

These are the talent functions that 

are creating future workforce trends 

– inventing new roles and capabilities 

that other firms must then digest and 

respond to. 

They define their most important 

talent as those people at all levels of the 

organization who will take the business 

in a new direction. They try to provide 

stretch roles for as many of their staff as 

possible – their modus operandi is that 

‘stretch is everyday’.

Tools to use:

On top of the tools already described, 

these talent functions can tap into the 

platform’s rich market insights. 

Examples of this are pay data (eg, 

‘What is the market salary associated 

with a particular role?’) or rich data on 

how di�cult it is to develop certain 

competencies in certain areas of the 

workforce. This is based on Korn Ferry’s 

decades of work and research in the 

talent space.
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Companies have no better source 

of competitive advantage than 

putting the right people in the right 

roles. Tools like Korn Ferry Assess 

can help even the leanest talent 

mangement team scale up to a broad, 

structured approach quickly and  

cost-effectively.
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THE CLOCK’S 
TICKING: 
WHAT’S  
HOLDING  
YOU BACK?

The markets that companies 

compete in and the way 

we all do our work has 

become far more complex 

over the past decade.
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This makes employees – and the skills and 

experience they bring – the most important 

source of any company’s competitive 

advantage. So it’s somewhat surprising that 

companies still don’t invest the resources 

they should in talent management.

Irrespective of the time and money spent on 

talent management in the past, for firms to thrive 

in this complex environment, there needs to be 

structure around their talent approach. And while 

this may require some additional resources, 

spending time now is far better than trying to 

catch up in two years’ time when competitors have 

poached customers and shifts in demand are making 

the remainder of the customer base think twice. 

The key is to take a simplified approach, focusing 

on the most critical groups of employees in 

the organization, and then give line managers 

greater accountability and the right objective 

data to manage those employees accordingly.

Regardless of where the talent management 

function lies on the maturity curve, there is a 

range of activities that can help you take a more 

structured and successful approach to talent 

management, and start making the most of your 

company’s biggest competitive advantage.
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About Korn Ferry

Korn Ferry is a global organizational consulting 
firm. We help clients synchronize strategy and 
talent to drive superior performance. We work 
with organizations to design their structures, 
roles, and responsibilities. We help them hire 
the right people to bring their strategy to 
life. And we advise them on how to reward, 
develop, and motivate their people.

CONTACT US TODAY TO 

BOOK YOUR DEMO.


