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This article introduces 
the concept of the 
branded talent 
developer, an 
organization that 
emphasizes the career 
and developmental 
opportunities it 
offers as a means of 
gaining competitive 
advantage in the 
war for talent. The 
authors describe the 
financial and operating 
advantages earned by 
these organizations in 
attracting and retaining 
talented employees.

We also characterize the nine qualities 

that differentiate branded talent 

developers from other organizations 

and the difficulties inherent in building and 

preserving a reputation as a branded devel-

oper. Finally, we discuss the several important 

roles played by HR professionals in establish-

ing a talent development brand. 

In exchange for what prospective and current 

employees give to an organization—time, 

skills, performance, commitment—there is a 

corresponding “get” for the employee. Orga-

nizations market this “get” in various ways. 

For example, investment banks promise to 

pay high performers unusually well. A recent 

New York Times article (The New York Times 

2006) described the “Goldman Sachs premium” 

this way: “Goldman’s compensation per 

employee . . . is about $623,418. . . . Lehman 

spent the equivalent of about $314,000 for 

every employee, and Bear Stearns spent about 

$320,000.” 

Some companies emphasize career and 

developmental opportunity. The best are able 

to turn their commitment to development into 

a source of advantage in recruiting, engaging, 

and retaining employees. We call these com-

panies branded talent developers. For example, 

Exxon Mobil is highly regarded within the 

energy industry for its investment in employ-

ees, and this investment is a company guiding 

principle: “The exceptional quality of our 

workforce is a valuable competitive edge. To 

build on this advantage we will strive to hire 

and retain the most qualified people available 

and maximize their opportunities for success 

through training and development” (Exxon 

Mobil Guiding Principles). 

P&G is another company known for hiring 

employees right out of school and developing 

them through progressive work assignments 

and training. It would be unusual for P&G to 

bring in external talent at other than junior 

levels, except in the rare case of an acquisition 

like Gillette, and almost unheard of to bring 

outsiders into senior executive positions. 

Ketchum, the global public relations firm, also 

competes for talent by marketing its com-

mitment to development. As the Ketchum 

website points out: “Ketchum prides itself on 

its reputation for providing the best learn-

ing opportunities in the industry.” The 2004 

Holmes Agency Report Card described the firm 

as a leader in employee training and cites its 

developmental opportunities as a prime reason 

why employees of competitor firms find Ket-

chum attractive (The Holmes Report 2004). 

Many companies espouse superior devel-
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opment opportunity, yet few sustain this 

commitment over the long term. The follow-

ing sections describe the benefits of being a 

branded talent developer, how companies go 

from rhetoric to action in sustaining branded 

development, and outline the important ways 

that HR contributes to brand building. 

THE BENEFITS OF BEING A  

BRANDED TALENT DEVELOPER 

Companies that establish standing as a brand-

ed talent developer appear to benefit in several 

ways. First, they are more likely to attract, hire, 

and retain individuals who have the skills and 

attributes they require or wish to develop. This 

recruitment and retention advantage should 

not be surprising. A large literature review, in-

cluding a recent study by Towers Perrin (Tow-

ers Perrin 2005), identified career development 

as a prime factor in attracting and retaining 

employees. Fortune’s “The 100 Best Companies 

to Work For” survey suggests that develop-

mentally oriented organizations are more likely 

to be seen as attractive employers (Fortune 

2005). Charlotte and Laura Shelton’s research 

(Shelton and Shelton 2006) also demonstrates 

the particular relevance of development for 

the emerging professional workforce: “The top 

three things [they] want in a job are positive 

relationships with colleagues, interesting work, 

and continuous opportunities for learning.” 

Branded talent developers also appear to meet 

their talent needs, accomplishing this at a low-

er overall cost. By focusing primarily on junior 

employees, they avoid the costly practice of 

experienced hires. Building deeper relation-

ships with talent pools provides a “first-pick” 

advantage, consistently enabling them to 

attract stronger individuals. Their attention 

to rigorous process and clear competency 

criteria results in fewer hiring “failures” and 

greater rates of employee retention. For ex-

ample, Gallup’s Q12 research provides at least 

indirect support for the relationship between 

a focus on talent and talent development and 

employee retention (Welch 2004). 

Third, branded talent developers are bet-

ter positioned to pursue an organic growth 

agenda successfully. As a number of thought-

ful observers have noted (Gubman 1998, Frank 

and Taylor 2004, Michaels et al. 2001), staffing 

and skill gaps are typically described as a 

significant impediment to successful growth 

and expansion. Branded talent developers 

solve this problem by strongly connecting 

developmental activities to business plans, 

more rigorously assessing their human capital, 

and building skills for the future as well as the 

present. For example, GE’s chairman Jeff Im-

melt recently mentioned: 

The initiative we’re driving now is organic 

growth. If that’s your initiative, it doesn’t 

make sense to be training people exactly 

the same way you trained them in the 

past. So we identified about 15 companies 

that had grown at three times the rate of 

GDP, and asked them what they had in 

common. It was five things: external focus, 

decisiveness, inclusiveness, risk-taking and 

domain expertise. So we reoriented the way 

we evaluate and train along those lines 

(Fortune 2006). 

As Immelt’s comments suggest, the focus 

of GE’s developmental activities are geared 

specifically on the competencies that are cru-

cial to the company’s future business needs 

for performance, rather than focused in broad, 

generic areas. 

The best branded talent developers appear 

to earn a valuation premium for the quality of 

their leaders and leadership system. As we 

argue elsewhere (Ulrich and Smallwood, in 

press), these organizations are more able to 

generate greater investor confidence in their 

ability to execute a growth strategy success-

fully. 

WHAT DIFFERENTIATES TRUE  

BRANDED TALENT DEVELOPERS?

Over the past several years, we have become 

interested in how organizations build “leader-

ship brand,” a reputation among investors, 

customers, and other stakeholders that the 

organization does a superior job of developing 

leaders and leadership (Ulrich and Smallwood, 

in press). In the course of this research, we 

have observed a number of organizations that 

justifiably earn a strong reputation for develop-

ment generally, rather than solely in the area of 

leadership. This research has led to a broader 

interest in what enables some organizations to 

earn a stature as a branded talent developer. 

Through a combination of literally dozens of 

interviews with HR and business leaders in a 

range of industries and companies, extensive 

discussions with consulting and academic 

colleagues, and a review of the available 

published research, we find that nine factors 

are consistently present when an organization 

earns and preserves status as a branded talent 

developer. Although our research is still in its 

formative stages, and more qualitative than 

quantitative so far, we have found enough inter-

est and support for our observations to believe 

that it is of interest and value to a broader 

professional readership. 

1. Branded talent developers see employee 

development as a key element of strategy. 

Several years ago, McKinsey completed the 

study it called the “War for Talent” (Mi-

chaels et al. 2001). It noted that the victors 

of this “war” instill what they call a “talent 

mindset” at all levels of the organization, 

particularly senior management. This is a 

hallmark of the branded talent developer. 

Branded talent developers walk their talk, 

strongly linking strategic plans to employee 

development. They involve executives 

deeply and regularly in the development 

planning of top performers, what compa-

nies like Citigroup and Rohm and Haas call 

“corporate property.” As the Hewitt study 

of “Top Companies for Leaders” points out, 

“The Top 20 companies . . . boast CEOs and 

boards who are actively engaged in leader-

ship development programs and person-

ally involved in the selection, review, and 

development of their best talent.” 

2. They emphasize “growth from within.” 

Growth from within used to be prevalent 

in many companies but today is somewhat 

more rare. As companies have downsized, 

flattened, and redefined the employee 

contract, it has become less common to 

see an emphasis on internal development. 

P&G continues to adhere to this strategy 

rather than hire experienced talent. It and 

other branded talent developers recognize 

the cost advantage of developing rather 

than poaching established talent. More-

over, they believe their way of training and 

developing employees provides a long-term 

performance advantage that is closely tied 

to culture and effective work process. They 

also see their development orientation 

and emphasis as a strong retention aide; 
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employees who have grown up together 

within the company are more likely to work 

together over time on a variety of projects 

and build trusting relationships which 

enable greater cooperation in achieving 

business goals. As one former P&G HR 

executive with significant international 

experience put it, “When you’ve been in the 

trenches together over a number of years, it 

simplifies collaboration. There is a trust that 

you approach problems in a similar way, 

share a common language, and that your 

values are generally congruent” (Younger, 

interview with Dave Hanna). Branded tal-

ent developers, including P&G, need not be 

“grow from within” purists. Most find it nec-

essary to bring in outside talent to address 

key gaps; however, they are highly selective 

about whom they hire, when experienced 

hires are made, and what roles they are 

prepared to fill externally. Rarely, if ever, 

do they hire directly into executive levels, 

believing a depth of company experience is 

essential. Past experience has taught them 

that the short-term performance gain of 

hiring experience in other than specialized 

areas is not worth the organizational morale 

and attrition cost (for example, see Pfeffer 

2001). They typically find that the “rejec-

tion” rate of externally hired executives is 

quite high, despite their skills, because they 

represent a poor cultural fit.

Because they see development as strategic, 

branded talent developers are more likely 

to treat talent as a corporate asset. As we 

mentioned earlier, many describe high 

potentials as corporate or firm property to 

signal that individual employees are not 

“owned” by a given unit or function, and can 

be expected to move around locations and 

business units. These organizations put tal-

ented people in a variety of roles over time 

to gauge their potential for advancement 

and contribution. For example, Dupont’s 

early career process explicitly moves 

engineers across different sites for purposes 

of development, and to familiarize them 

with the breadth of company operations 

and challenges. Dow Chemical’s website 

similarly points out to career prospects that 

“we offer employees opportunities to work 

as part of global teams on projects with a 

global scope far more often and earlier in 

your careers than other employers.” 

3. They are clear about the employee compe-

tencies and qualities that matter. Branded 

talent developers seek to understand pre-

cisely the skills and attributes that make for 

success in their organizations. Competency 

models are standard fare in industry; by one 

count, well over half of the Global For-

tune 1000 have some form of competency 

framework (Ulrich and Smallwood, in press). 

Only a fraction of this number applies their 

model rigorously as a consistent framework 

for performance and development system 

design and alignment.

Branded talent developers understand the 

power of effectively defined competen-

cies. Most organizations see competency 

definition as a codification of the qualities of 

effective current leaders. Their emphasis is 

the combination of attributes and results that 

will deliver the organization’s strategy (Ulrich 

et al. 1999). As such, competencies are more 

research-based and granular. They also tend 

to develop their competency models from 

the “outside in,” for example: 

•  What consistent experience do we need to 

provide our customers in order to meet our 

strategic goals? 

•   What organizational capabilities are essen-

tial to delivering on these goals? 

•   What individual competencies are most 

important to these capabilities? 

Finally, branded talent developers understand 

the power of competency definition as a 

tool for building shared understanding and 

commitment. Employee communication of 

competency expectations within the organi-

zation is more regular and frequent. Execu-

tives talk about the employee competencies 

that are most important, and organizational 

publications write about them, relate them to 

current events, and make heroes of employees 

who exemplify the competencies in dealing 

with customers. 

4. They are relentless recruiters. For branded 

talent developers, recruiting is a never-

ending effort to engage and attract top 

candidates. Interviewing and selection may 

be seasonal, but the search for great people 

is ongoing. 

Branded talent developers recruit differently 

than other organizations do. They recruit for 

people, not positions. They make a science 

of where to look. They are thoughtful about 

the talent pools most likely to provide the 

candidate credentials and qualities they 

seek. Because they emphasize internal de-

velopment, their primary marketplaces are 

academic, and they tend to build long-term 

relationships with a manageable number 

of targeted undergraduate and business 

school institutions. This allows them to 

engage both professors and students 

over time, supporting research programs, 

establishing consulting and internship 

relationships, and providing scholarships, all 

to gain a “first look” at top graduates. Senior 

executives visit schools, give presentations 

about their companies, and invite leading 

universities to write cases and business 

periodicals to report on company successes 

and innovations. Employees are invited to 

stay in close touch with their schools they 

are attending and recruit students who fit 

the profile of an attractive prospect. For the 

branded developer, recruitment is a form of 

courtship. Not unlike the process in leading 

law firms or consulting firms, the process is 

demanding and time-consuming. Extensive 

interviewing is typical, testing is frequent, 

and decisions take longer. 

In branded talent developer organizations, 

everyone is a recruiter. Exploratory inter-

views are common and frequent. Employees 

are asked to recommend potential recruits 

who fit the company’s culture and needs. 

Despite an emphasis on hiring junior 

professionals, they frequently establish 

relationships with recruiting firms who 

are invited to suggest potential candidates. 

Managers tend also to be rewarded for 

their ability to find and hire great talent. For 

example, Coca-Cola celebrates the “talent 

magnets,” managers who are uniquely able 

to attract outstanding young talent to their 

team. 

5. They have well-developed career archi-

tectures. Branded talent developers are 

career architects and engineers. Career 

paths enable candidates and employees to 

understand clearly how careers progress 

in the organization, and what individuals 

can realistically expect in terms of advance-
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ment. An effective career path need not be 

complex; in fact, the simpler the better. At 

P&G, the marketing career path consists of 

four progressive roles: 

•  Assistant brand manager: Supports strategy 

development and execution.

•  Brand manager: Accountable for brand 

performance. 

•  Marketing director: Responsible for a cat-

egory of brands. 

•  General manager: Owns the performance 

of a global business unit.

Many organizations have career paths. What 

differentiates branded talent developers is the 

care with which they design and implement. 

New employees receive the orientation they 

need to appreciate the organization’s history, 

operations, and values, and the competencies 

expected of them. They are often assigned a 

mentor. They receive the technical, organiza-

tional, and cultural education they will need 

to perform, and find available to them a wide 

variety of ongoing opportunities to learn new 

skills. Tasks and assignments are designed to 

challenge and stretch employees consistent 

with their career stage (Dalton and Thompson 

1986, Younger and Sandholtz 1998). High per-

formers are moved often both for development 

and to keep them motivated and fresh (Feld 

2004). They are evaluated regularly and work 

closely with their manager to construct an 

individual development plan. Their progress is 

discussed in executive talent planning meet-

ings, and a plan is in place for their next role 

and when they change or advance in position. 

6. They are passionate about training. 

Branded talent developers are committed 

educators. They are likely to have a chief 

learning officer with corporate responsibil-

ity for training and education, and reporting 

at a high level. They use education as much 

for culture and relationship building as for 

skill development. For branded talent devel-

opers, education is a tool for both cultural 

integration and performance improvement. 

A well-developed curriculum is in place. 

Company executives are actively involved 

in the classroom. For example, partners in 

Ketchum, the public relations firm, are the 

principal educators in both employee and 

leadership development programs. 

National City Corporation, a large regional 

US bank with a strong reputation for devel-

opment, provides a useful example. New 

branch management candidates enter an 

eighteen month-long development program 

that combines progressive responsibil-

ity and ongoing education. Following 

the program, they participate in a variety 

of ongoing technical and professional 

educational experiences. National City’s 

Leader University offers managers a series 

of leadership programs beginning with a 

week-long “business of banking” simulation, 

and culminating in a three-week “executive 

development program” for senior executives 

that includes rigorous classroom educa-

tion and a significant team-based, action-

learning project. National City also sends 

selected individual executives to a number 

of business school–sponsored programs. At 

any given time, a significant number of em-

ployees are involved in reimbursed degree 

programs at local colleges and business 

schools. 

IBM, another branded talent developer, 

has a website that publicizes an extensive 

educational offering that includes 100 

percent tuition reimbursement, educational 

leaves of absence, and a rigorous technical 

and professional curriculum. ANZ Bank in 

Australia is implementing a six-month sab-

batical program to engage senior technical 

staff with important vendors. Their goal is 

to facilitate the continued development of 

technical skills, and to stay in touch with 

new developments. 

Branded talent developers also support their 

classroom and elearning investment with 

equivalent on-the-job development sup-

port. For example, annual 360 feedback is 

the norm in these organizations, providing 

employees with a view of how others (boss, 

peers, subordinates) see their strengths and 

needs for improvement. 

7. They are demanding performance manag-

ers. Branded talent developers are more rig-

orous in evaluating performance, and more 

demanding of it. For example, Exxon Mobil 

has, for many years, required managers to 

set high performance standards and exit 

the bottom 5 to 10 percent of performers. 

PepsiCo and GE have similar expectations. 

McKinsey’s “up or out” system of advance-

ment means that a majority of associates 

will leave the firm within three years. Not 

all branded talent developers are as tough 

on performance as these organizations, but 

in general they are far more rigorous. 

These organizations also think differently 

about what counts as performance. More 

than other organizations, they focus on 

both what the employee has achieved and 

how he or she has achieved it. Behavioral 

consistency with organizational values mat-

ters as much as task accomplishment. They 

are prepared to make the tough call and 

exit individuals who do not live the values, 

even when their financial and/or operating 

performance is well above average (Welch 

2001).

Branded talent developers also place greater 

emphasis on performance improvement. 

Managers are expected to be thought-

ful about the performance of each of their 

employees, where improvement is needed, 

and what development will be most helpful. 

Executives are interested in how their man-

agers evaluate employees, and make time to 

talk about evaluations and follow up actions 

in meetings. The culmination of the annual 

performance review process for individuals 

is, first and foremost, geared to clear com-

munication of where they stand, why, what 

they need to do to improve, and by when. 

8. They take management coaching and men-

toring extremely seriously. Branded talent 

developers believe that good managers are, 

by necessity, good coaches. Most organiza-

tions share this belief but vary widely in 

how well managers actually follow through. 

Branded talent developers are committed 

to ensuring that leaders have the skill and 

willingness to coach effectively, and provide 

the training and feedback required to build 

the coaching skills of leaders at all levels. 

Coaching competencies are also heav-

ily weighted in the selection of managers, 

often based on observed behavior and 360 

feedback. Beyond coaching, managers are 

expected to mentor actively. The distinction 

is an important one. Coaches are focused 

on improving an individual’s performance 

against tasks, providing feedback on 

strengths, weaknesses, and performance 

improvement needs. A mentor, by con-
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trast, builds a deeper relationship that is 

focused on helping individuals navigate the 

organization, learn appropriate behav-

ior, understand the implicit and typically 

unstated political and cultural dynamics of 

“how things work around here,” and build 

effective relationships with colleagues 

(Kram 1988). 

9. They understand the positive power of 

alumni. Branded talent developers do 

what it takes to keep high performers, but 

they also understand the hidden value 

of preserving strong relationships with 

former employees. These organizations 

recognize the positive power of a large 

and well-regarded alumni population, and 

provide active and ongoing support. For 

example, Goldman Sachs encourages 

retiring partners to take on senior public 

sector or academic roles, and boasts the 

service of former firm members as cabinet 

secretaries (Paulson, Rubin), governors and 

senators (Corzine), and White House advi-

sors (Bolten, Zoellick). As the Goldman 2005 

annual report noted, “Goldman Sachs has a 

long tradition of public service. Many of our 

people have gone on to significant positions 

in government and the not-for-profit sector 

and their achievements are a source of 

pride for all of us.” McKinsey and Bain com-

bine an “up or out” philosophy with active 

efforts to encourage alumni to stay in touch 

with the firm, help place exiting consultants, 

and even provide ongoing career support 

to consultants well after they have left the 

firm. As the Bain website states, “Bain takes 

pride in maintaining lifelong affiliation with 

former consulting staff. At more than 5000 

strong, our alumni are an extraordinarily 

diverse, talented and accomplished group. 

They stay connected to Bain in a myriad 

of ways —as colleagues, mentors, advisors, 

clients, ambassadors and friends.” PepsiCo 

and General Electric, where “graduates” are 

heavily recruited, use their reputation as 

branded developers to sell the benefit of 

getting one’s “ticket punched” to prospec-

tive new employees. 

Although these organizations inevitably 

regret the loss of capable people, they 

celebrate the positive value of a strong and 

positive alumni population. They take full 

advantage of the accrued benefit of being 

viewed as a source of outstanding talent. 

Doing so adds to the luster of the company 

as a developer and aids their ability to re-

cruit. In fact, one leading recruiter described 

General Electric on one’s resume as a “non-

depreciating asset.” They also understand 

that former—and positively disposed—em-

ployees are also future customers, vendors, 

investors, and venture partners. 

KEY CHALLENGES IN MAINTAINING  

BRANDED DEVELOPMENT OVER 

TIME 

It is not easy to develop a reputation as a 

branded developer, and harder still to preserve 

it. Few companies are successful over the 

long term, and for obvious reasons. It takes a 

long runway to build reputation. For example, 

GE’s Crotonville has been operating continu-

ously since 1956. PepsiCo began in earnest to 

develop its reputation as a branded developer 

over 25 years ago, with core programs vigor-

ously implemented in all divisions—such 

as Human Resource Planning (HRP) and 

Individual Development Planning (IDP). Exxon 

Mobil (then Standard Oil of New Jersey) built 

its succession planning system under Walter 

Teagle in the 1930s. 

Committed, long-term, branded talent devel-

opers overcome a number of predictable chal-

lenges. Continuing investment in recruiting 

and development is an obvious requirement, 

and branded developers invest significantly, 

and consistently. For example, McKinsey 

slows but does not stop hiring during down-

turns in consulting. IBM has continued to 

invest in professional and executive education 

despite the volatility of the high technology 

industry. Companies that call attention to 

their employee development efforts in good 

times but cut investment to the bone in down 

cycles are not viewed as branded develop-

ers. Commitment to career opportunity and 

development is not a spigot that can be turned 

on and off. 

A second challenge is developing real capabil-

ity in employee development. Talent develop-

ment is no less an organizational capability 

than is manufacturing efficiency or innovation. 

It is earned through ongoing effort, a global 

focus on best practice, strong support re-

sources, and continuous improvement (Ulrich 

et al. 2008). It depends on a well-executed set 

of systems, processes, and people working to 

accomplish the goal. 

A third challenge is preserving executive 

ownership and involvement over time, espe-

cially given the increasing trend toward global 

competition, consolidation, and M&A. For ex-

ample, J.P. Morgan was seen for many years as 

an outstanding branded developer. Following 

its merger with Bank One, it significantly cut 

educational expense and sharply increased 

the focus on experienced hires. 

There is one additional reason why reputation 

as a branded talent developer is hard won and 

maintained. Prospects and employees want to 

work with organizations that invest consis-

tently in their people and are highly successful. 

For example, most integrated energy compa-

nies invest significantly in employee training 

and development. So do most major consult-

ing firms. But Exxon Mobil and McKinsey are 

the recognized branded developers within 

their sectors. In this area, as in so many others, 

general reputation and performance over time 

is material. Although organizations may earn 

a reputation as a desirable employer, as is the 

case most recently with Google, it takes con-

siderably longer to build stature as a branded 

talent developer. 

HR’S ROLE IN BUILDING  

BRANDED TALENT DEVELOPERS 

Business executives are the ultimate owners 

and operators of a talent development system, 

yet HR professionals play an obviously critical 

role. What can HR professionals do to help 

their organizations become branded talent 

developers? 

1. Craft the business case for need and readi-

ness. The first important role played by HR 

is to build the business case for or against 

branded development. The decision is both 

business- and values-based. Although the 

advantages are apparent, the cost and dis-

cipline required is demanding. As we have 

argued, the level of organizational commit-

ment and investment required to grow a 

reputation for developmental excellence 

is considerable. The obvious questions are: 

Should we? Must we? Can we? and Will 

we?” The data needed to make the case is 
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both a careful review of external and com-

petitive trends, and a clear picture of the 

current capability of the organization. 

Closely tied is HR’s role in diagnosing readi-

ness, helping line management understand 

their current reputation as a developer, and 

how well current systems, practices, and 

business needs provide a strong foundation 

for superior employee development. For 

example, the Japanese firm Takeda Phar-

maceutical Company has a long tradition of 

employee growth; however, when establish-

ing its new U.S. marketing and sales subsid-

iary, Takeda Pharmaceuticals North America, 

the firm has by necessity relied on experi-

enced hires to build its sales force. Only now, 

after ten years of operation is it ready to 

establish a more fundamental commitment 

to development. As a new entrant in the 

industry, the company lacked the standing 

to attract new-to-the-workforce employees 

successfully or the basic systems in place to 

grow employees. 

In assisting company leaders to determine 

readiness as a branded talent developer, HR 

is expected to bring a depth of competi-

tive insight. In every industry there are, at 

best, a small number of companies that are 

deemed by prospective employees to be the 

“best” place to build a career. HR can pro-

vide line managers with a realistic appraisal 

of where their organization stands and what 

is required to build a superior reputation. 

2. Build the right systems and processes to 

drive superior development. The second 

role of the HR professional is as an architect 

of new and improved systems of develop-

ment. The RBL / University of Michigan hu-

man resources competency survey points 

out the important role of HR professionals 

as talent and organization developers 

(Ulrich et al. 2008). HR is expected to bring 

a depth of knowledge of best practice in 

the creation of talent development systems, 

their alignment as an integrated whole, and 

the requirements for effective execution. 

This does not mean that the HR functions 

of branded talent developers are wholly 

self-reliant; in fact, they seem to make more 

extensive use of external consultants and 

educators. They do so because consultants 

provide a valuable perspective on best 

practice through their client relationships, 

and because the use of external consultants 

and educators enables branded develop-

ers to focus internal resources in strategic 

areas. 

3. Lead change. As important as it is to 

architect an integrated system of develop-

ment, HR leaders are also expected to play 

a leading role in effectively executing the 

change plan. This has several components. 

First and foremost, they are expected to 

understand the cultural implications of 

leading change and create plans that are 

culturally appropriate. Outstanding HR pro-

fessionals do not simply collect and report 

on the best developmental practices of 

other organizations; they recommend how 

to apply or adapt best practice in ways that 

“fit” the culture of their organization. They 

build stakeholder support, creating a web of 

business ownership rather than depending 

on HR “push.” They must frame the issues 

and choices in the language of their busi-

ness, recognizing the trade-offs of investing 

in a new performance management system 

rather than, say, a new product develop-

ment or customer service facility. 

4. Coaching. In the final analysis, the con-

sistent behavior of individual leaders, not 

simply the architecture of performance and 

development systems, is what creates both 

the perception and reality of branded talent 

development. Despite the best efforts of HR 

leaders to “hardwire” a developmental cul-

ture, business managers, working with and 

growing their employees, make or break 

this reputation. If business leaders recruit 

inconsistently, impede the movement of 

high performers, or do not support employee 

training, the most elegant architecture for 

development will fail. 

The HR coaching role in branded talent de-

velopment has four essential characteristics. 

First, consistent with building the business 

case and leading change, is the role played 

by HR in providing a “mirror of reality” to 

company executives. “Here is where we 

stand, the gap, and the consequences of 

closing the gap or allowing it to remain in 

place. Here is what is required of them and 

their organization.”

Second is the coaching role HR plays with 

individual managers. As a coach to manag-

ers, HR professionals provide guidance both 

on people issues and on managers’ own 

need for increased competence. The best 

HR professionals build strong relationships 

with managers and earn recognition as a 

trusted advisor. 

Third, the HR coaching role extends also 

to individual employees. Great HR profes-

sionals go beyond being “available” to 

employees and seek out opportunities to 

build relationships. They provide coaching 

support to up-and-comers and opinion lead-

ers to prepare them for more demanding 

positions in the future. 

Fourth, strong HR coaches are talent scouts 

and sponsors. By working closely with 

managers and talented individual employ-

ees, they gain a sense of who is ready for 

increased responsibility and recommend 

them for new assignments and challenges 

that test their potential. 

5. Build and leverage reputation. Finally, HR 

plays a crucial role in building external 

reputation through effective and coordi-

nated programs of communication inside 

and outside the firm. For example, when 

Goldman Sachs created Goldman Sachs 

University, it also invested in getting the 

word out in multiple ways through media 

mentions, through HR presentations at key 

conferences, and by sponsoring a Harvard 

case study spotlighting its development of 

young executives. It maintains a number of 

scholarships in key business schools where 

it recruits to both remind students and 

alumni of their commitment and to bind 

top candidates. It has taken a number of 

innovative steps to build recognition such 

as sponsoring the Goldman Sachs Global 

Leaders conferences, which annually bring 

together young leaders around the world 

for leadership training in New York. General 

Electric similarly holds executive develop-

ment programs for selected customers 

in key markets such as China. Doing so 

leverages the company’s relationship with 

important customers and burnishes its 

reputation for development.

CONCLUSION 

Branded talent development matters. As Fred 
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Frank and his colleagues (2004) point out, the 

attraction and retention of capable employees 

are among the most crucial and vexing chal-

lenges facing organizations, and a critical area 

of focus for HR professionals. 

Branded talent developers appear to have 

“cracked the code.” The best are more capable 

of consistently recruiting and keeping top 

employees; they appear to exemplify best 

practice in talent management, such as hiring 

for talent, actively training and developing, 

treating talent fairly, and focusing on reten-

tion of high performers (Frank et al. 2004). 

In doing so consistently and well, they also 

create investor confidence that shows up in 

the company’s stock price because investors 

believe their leaders are investing in the talent 

required to deliver future results, and do so 

in the right way (Ulrich and Smallwood 2004, 

Ulrich and Smallwood, in press). Customers 

and vendors are more likely to prefer working 

with the organization because of their stronger 

people, consistent skills, and deeper talent 

bench. In addition, customers and vendors 

despair when they experience a revolving 

door; they want their suppliers and partners 

to provide employees who know the customer, 

have an established track record, and better 

understand the customer’s needs. Employ-

ees feel similarly; steady movement in and 

out of an organization reinforces a cycle that 

can best be labeled as lack of organization/

employee commitment. The path to branded 

development is difficult to establish and 

harder still to preserve over time; however, the 

rewards appear fully commensurate with the 

challenge. 

Although there is good qualitative and 

anecdotal support for the effectiveness of 

branded talent developers, more work is 

needed to establish reliably their strengths, 

challenges, and vulnerabilities. To the best 

of our knowledge, there has previously not 

been a concerted effort to understand and 

investigate this category of organization. For 

example, can an organization accelerate a 

reputation as a branded talent developer, and 

if so, what particular areas of activity are best 

leveraged? How do companies lose and regain 

reputation? What differentiates branded talent 

developers from other types of organizations 

with respect to career and work design (see 

Younger et al. in press) is another area that 

needs to be more fully explored. There is also 

much to be done to dig more deeply into the 

similarities and differences in HR practice 

within branded developers, and contrast these 

with the activities of other organizations that 

are strong but perhaps less well regarded. We 

will continue to pursue both quantitative and 

qualitative inquiry into this area. 
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1. We treat employee development as a strategic investment.

2. Talent plans are an explicit element in business planning.

3. Senior management is highly involved in people development.

4. We have a strong bias to grow employees “from within.”

5. We rarely, if ever, recruit outsiders for executive positions.

6. We see talent as a corporate asset, not “owned” by a particular business unit or function.

7. The employee qualities we look for are well defined and adhered to.

8. We care equally about candidate abilities and values in selection.

9. Recruiting is everybody’s business.

10. We invest in building strong relationships with selected talent pools (e.g., schools) to find the best candidates.

11. We have well-defined career paths for employees.

12. Our career systems are well-designed and continually improved.

13. We provide top talent with a broad range of work experiences.

14. We are passionate about employee training.

15. We invest significant time and effort in ensuring employees continue to grow in competence.

16. Performance assessment is rigorous and demanding.

17. We use 360 feedback assessments to give employees a clear view of how they are seen by colleagues.

18. In our organization, coaching skill and interest is a key element in selecting and evaluating managers and leaders.

19. Our talent is often “raided” by other organizations because of our reputation for development.

20. We invest in our reputation as a developer of talent.
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You may be a branded developer. Keep at it.

You have work to do if branded development is your goal.

You are on track. Define priorities for improvement.

OVER 50:

40–49:

UNDER 40:

ADD UP YOUR SCORE. IF YOU ORGANIZATION SCORED:

How does your organization match up? Not every organization is a branded talent developer. it takes focus, commitment, and 

investment over time to build reputation and capability. if branded talent developer is a goal, take the following test to see where 

you stand.

Exhibit 1: Branded talent Development Survey
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