
By Kevin Oakes

“The killer app for the next decade is
talent acquisition and retention.”

—John Doerr
Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield & Byers

“There is no bigger problem in the glob-
al marketplace today than how to 
obtain, train, and retain knowledge
workers.”

—Michael Moe
ThinkEquity Partners 

THE ABOVE statements are from a cou-
ple of heavyweights in the financial
community. If these statements get you
excited, allow me to temper your enthu-
siasm—both of these quotes are about
seven years old.

In fact, each quote was unfortunately
uttered just as the dot-com bubble was
about to burst—unfortunate in that each
gentleman had significant investment
interests that backed up his statements.
Since then, the grand visions of a fully
integrated set of HR and learning func-
tions have yet to materialize. Although,
technically there is still a third of the
decade left for Doerr’s prediction to
come true.

The vision, though, is beginning to
come back into focus. The term “talent
management” is bandied about a lot
these days. For most, it refers to the con-
cept of bringing together—in a unified
technology platform—the functions of
recruitment, selection and assessment,
learning and development, performance
management, workforce planning, com-
pensation and (insert other HR-related
functions here).

This string of functions often has
been referred to as the “employee life cy-
cle,” or “cradle-to-grave” employment
applications, or the ability to “attain,
train, and retain” a workforce. Instead of
talent management, other terms that
have been loosely used to describe the
entire process are “human capital man-
agement,” “employee relationship man-
agement,” or “workforce management.”

Articles, research reports, and white
papers have recently been written about
this topic. Vendors are sponsoring webi-
nars on this subject. Investors are (again)
investing in the concept. And mergers
and acquisitions are being contemplat-
ed to capitalize on this vision.

And it’s an idea that didn’t even origi-
nate in this decade.

Why the renewed interest? Two rea-
sons: more technology vendors are pro-
claiming they can automate the entire
process (either through integration of
technologies or all-in-one offerings), and
more companies are ready to embrace it.

If talent management is going to 
take off this time, it’s the second rea-
son—corporate receptivity—that will be
the catalyst.

The reality of silos
It was five years ago when an overly anx-
ious CEO of an HR technology company
began pitching to me the idea of combin-
ing his company with my company,
which at the time was Click2learn, a
learning technology company. He was
not the first to approach me with the
idea, but he was easily the most aggres-
sive. His pitch: “Together, we can be the
only provider to offer end-to-end HR and
learning products and services in the 

attain-train-retain continuum. “LET’S
SEIZE THIS OPPORTUNITY NOW, AND
DRIVE THE MARKET!!!” is the way he
ended one memorable email.

The problem, as I unconvincingly kept
describing to him, was that the potential
buyers in corporations are in silos. There
were very few—if any—companies in the
marketplace that were positioned orga-
nizationally to take advantage of such a
holistic solution. In short, we can preach
all we want, but there is no one choir
ready to hear our message.

The preaching has begun again in
earnest, but this time the choirs are a lit-
tle more ready to hear the sermon.

“For many years, software vendors
have been touting the vision of an inte-
grated human capital management sys-
tem, yet very few of these integrated
solutions have ever truly been available
or implemented,” says Josh Bersin,
founder of Bersin & Associates, a re-
search and consulting firm in the learn-
ing field. “Today, however, we believe this
application convergence is starting to
take place as several technology vendors
are scrambling to converge solutions.”

In September 2005, Bersin & Associ-
ates published an extensive report on
this coming convergence. It is probably
the most complete recent view of a pre-
dicted HR and learning technology
union. But, as has always been the case, if
the buyers aren’t ready, this union won’t
matter.

“The biggest challenge in this con-
vergence isn’t the technology, but the
processes and the people,” Bersin adds.
“For this to take place, HR and learning
organizations must work together to
create standard processes, competency
models, and training programs to make
sure that managers are fully ready to use
the integrated technology that will even-
tually be available.The good news is that
many companies are beginning to real-
ize that there needs to be better align-
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ment between the training and HR de-
partments and functions.”

Early adopters
One company that has realized this, and
has put some of this into practice, is Aetna.
With more than 28,000 employees, Aetna
is one of the nation’s leaders in health
care, dental, pharmacy, group life, disabili-
ty, and long-term care insurance. Despite
its leadership, Aetna was experiencing
multiple problems at the beginning of this
decade. Numerous service issues, alienat-
ed suppliers and customers, and a demor-
alized workforce were common
occurrences for the company at that time.

To combat this, Aetna implemented a
corporatewide business process that in-
tegrated corporate goal setting, opera-
tional goals, individual performance
plans, and learning. The integrated ap-
proach was put into place to link learning
more directly to strategy, thereby allow-
ing for more focused development and 
a better return on Aetna’s learning 
investment. The integrated approach 
included identifying the competencies
and practices required to achieve the 
company’s business strategy, and then
mapping learning content to those com-
petencies. Aetna then built assessment
instruments that allowed the workforce
to assess their skills against the required
competencies. As a result, this approach
allowed Aetna to deliver targeted, fo-
cused learning to build that competence.

While Aetna merged performance man-
agement with learning management, the
company plans to link in the remainder of
its human capital management functions.
This includes leveraging existing systems,
such as the company’s recruiting plat-
form, and adding compatible career plan-
ning, succession planning, and talent
inventory functionality.

Aetna credits the ability to effectively
link learning and performance man-
agement as a big reason for the compa-
ny’s turnaround. However, despite the
progress some companies like Aetna are
making in this area, converging learning
and HR functions like performance man-
agement is still very nascent.

“As someone who recently talked to
24 vendors and 27 corporate HR execu-

tives in a 45-day span, it is very clear to
me that this convergence is at the very
early stages of occurring,” says Debbie
McGrath, CEO and founder of HR.com.
“Only early adopters are starting to see
the big picture.”

One of those early adopters will likely
be Cingular, the largest wireless provider
in North America.

“Convergence of talent management
functions is happening,” describes Rob
Lauber, executive director of learning ser-
vices for Cingular Wireless, “but it is dri-
ven more by HR leadership at the
moment. I see two areas of convergence
right now: selection and learning, and
performance management and develop-
mental planning. I see more activity in
the latter than in the former from a tools
and technology perspective, but there are
really two ends trying to be achieved: im-
proved retention and shortened time to
proficiency.”

A shared language
One of the commonalities in each of these
applications is the use of competencies as
a shared language. Lauber agrees that
competencies can be used throughout the
talent management chain, but not neces-
sarily at an enterprise level.

“We are seeing it more at a specific
job-level competency model,” says
Lauber. “Given the need for alignment at
the job level between selection and learn-
ing, the focus is on driving a set of compe-
tencies that serve as the basis for
understanding what is expected in candi-
dates and what is expected to be learned
once they are in their role.”

But, like talent management, com-
petency models have not been widely 
instituted in organizations.

“I am a huge believer of competency
models, but the reality is most firms are
having a hard time adopting any type of
system,” says McGrath. “In fact, some of
the big guys who lived and breathed
competencies, like Xerox, have aban-
doned them. They need to be simple and
integrated to the entire life cycle of the
employee. Right now people have differ-
ent models throughout the organization
and once they get too complicated, they
lose adoption.”

“Competency models have, in the
past, been over-engineered and, there-
fore, complex to manage and maintain,”
agrees Gordon Bull, director of global peo-
ple development at Vodafone, the world’s
largest wireless company. “I think there 
is merit in defining behavioral competen-
cies that should apply across an organi-
zation. These can then be supplemented
with functional or job-specific competen-
cies, but without getting overly detailed
or complex.

“Used throughout the employment
cycle, they can be useful guides and mea-
sures of performance and provide overall
indications of the bench strength in the
organization. Many tools used in recruit-
ment can equally be used internally
throughout an employee’s life cycle.”

Immature technology
While companies wrestle with internal
organizational issues to make talent
management work, they are recognizing
that the technology is still not where it
needs to be to enable this management.

“Although I think the organizational
issues are the most critical, it is obvious
that the systems are not yet maturing to
provide an end-to-end solution,” Bull
says. “For example, there are few tried
and trusted performance management
systems out there beyond basic com-
petency management. There is much 
to gain by automating the processes but,
in my opinion, there is no single system
that is mature enough to deal with the
whole agenda.”

While many vendors—including
some of the largest enterprise resource
planning companies—work to provide
an end-to-end solution, some potential
buyers have become tired of waiting and
instead have opted to build a solution
themselves.While that usually is not rec-
ommended, for now it is the only viable
off-the-shelf solutions that involve inte-
grating best-of-breed technologies.

“I’m a big believer that you should au-
tomate wherever possible to drive opera-
tional efficiencies,” says McGrath, “but I
don’t believe any company should try to
build it themselves. It is never HR’s core
competency to build technology.”

Lauber agrees. “My preference is best-
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of-breed,” says Lauber,“since I do not, and
have not, seen anyone able to do all
things well at this point.”

Bull adds that when IT becomes in-
volved, it moves out of HR’s abilities. “The
choice of systems will, of course, depend
on the needs of the organization, so there
is not one answer,” advises Bull. “ERPs
tend, in my view, to lack the necessary
functionality. Plus, when ERPs are in-
volved, the issue starts to move outside
HR and into IT strategy. So you have 
to look for best-of-breed solutions to inte-
grate—perhaps as part of an ERP—with an
LMS linked to a knowledge management
tool, linked to a performance manage-
ment module or system, linked to a suc-
cession planning system.”

According to McGrath, vendors are
now playing a larger role in this integra-
tion. “Most firms have traditionally been
very unhappy with their integration of
best-of-breed technologies,” cautions Mc-
Grath, “and in my conversations it seems
that most vendors—as well as compa-
nies—haven’t got the foggiest idea of how
to get these systems integrated. We are
now starting to see the onus put on the
vendor to integrate. However, many are
planning to do so by acquiring comple-
mentary technologies, which should
prove interesting over the next year.”

Continued consolidation
For those of you who are tired of vendor
consolidation, there is likely no relief on
the horizon because it will continue to be
a very active market for mergers and ac-
quisitions. Gartner Group is one of many
that are predicting consolidation to dom-
inate the talent management landscape
ahead. In a recent report, the IT consul-
tancy indicated that this year, we will see
multiple acquisitions.

“Customers should expect to see addi-
tional alliances and acquisitions among
vendors from the performance manage-
ment, succession planning, compensa-
tion management, recruitment, and
learning domains in 2006,” the Gartner re-
port says. “Before purchasing any HCM
software in 2006, customers should eval-
uate the vendor’s underlying talent man-
agement application suite strategies.”

More specifically, Gartner predicts that

by the end of 2006 there will be at least
two mergers among vendors in the e-re-
cruitment software market and two ac-
quisitions by vendors expanding their
talent management product suites.

“Many vendors are still competing in
mature markets, such as learning and e-
recruitment, which are part of an emerg-
ing market for talent management
application suites,” the report continues.
“Like recruitment, the maturity of the
learning market is driving consolidation.
As market growth slows for learning
management systems, vendors are look-
ing to grow and consolidate their leader-
ship positions in the market.”

The sheer number of installed learning
management systems leads many to pre-
dict that talent management systems
will likely use these platforms as the
jumping-off point or the core of a broad-
er, integrated system.

“Because of the heavy focus on e-
learning in the last five years, learning
management systems now are being
adopted as a mainstream corporate 
application,” observes Bersin. “This evo-
lution has taken place because organiza-
tions are realizing that to truly manage
learning and development functions,
they must have a centralized system
that is supported by IT, integrated into
the company’s HR applications, and
used consistently across all business
units. As broader talent management
evolves, organizations that use their
LMS corporatewide will naturally start to
extend this platform to link to other
HCM applications.”

One of the hottest HCM applications is
performance management. While most
every company has some sort of perfor-
mance review process, it has been 
estimated that less than one third of or-
ganizations have an enterprisewide per-
formance management process in place,
and even fewer have an automated
process.This is quickly changing, as most
believe the performance management
software market is the fastest growing
market of all HCM software categories.

“While the LMS market is large and
growing, the performance management
systems market—albeit much smaller—is
growing faster,” adds Bersin. “The two are

naturally linked together through skills,
competencies, and learning offerings.

“As organizations see the need for a
larger, talent management offering, the
first step is already being taken [because]
many organizations are asking their sup-
pliers to link these applications together.”

But, as Bull reminds us, unless organi-
zations have top level buy-in, technical
solutions won’t ever succeed.

“The systems, particularly perfor-
mance management systems, should
support the key process of management
and staff dialogue. Unfortunately, in most
companies, learning is still not at the
right strategic level,” observes Bull. “Se-
nior management still talks of leadership
development as part of the mix but often
fails to mention all staff development at
all levels. Because of this, today we still
too often see gaps between learning, tal-
ent acquisition, succession planning, and
performance management.”

Before talent management can really
take off and reach analyst’s lofty predic-
tions, the reality of the market today is
that executive support still has a long
way to go. While the industry is rife with
preachers who have been delivering that
sermon for decades, there’s obviously still
a lot of missionary work left to do.
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