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1. Dynamic Signal (2018): Key statistics about millennials in the workplace.
2. The Conference Board (2019): In 2019, CEOs are most concerned about talent and a recession.

Today, organizations are contending with increasingly complex pressures caused by 
shifting societal trends and rapidly evolving business models as digitalization disrupts 
industries old and new. An increasingly digital world, 2020 marking the year millennials 
are set to account for 50 percent of the workforce,1 as well as a heightened focus on 
social good and diversity and inclusion are examples of macro trends organizations 
cannot ignore from a human capital standpoint. There are a multitude of ways that 
organizations are responding to these headwinds. Using data to make evidence-
based human capital decisions, strategically competing for critical and diverse talent, 
engaging the employee base more overtly and broadly and putting plans into place to 
address the skills gap are just some examples. 

Talent strategy has been elevated as a result of key trends
The resulting impact of these societal shifts and the organizational response they 
require have led to the elevation of talent strategy. Increasingly, investments in talent 
are not only associated with internal organizational improvements but are also known 
to extend benefits to customers and investors as well as an organization’s board. 
With talent as the key ingredient making an organization unique, it is no surprise that 
talent is top of mind for business leaders today. The Conference Board found that in 
2019, the biggest internal concern for CEOs is attracting and retaining talent.2 Talent 
strategy is now widely viewed as the mechanism through which an organization is 
able to meet its business objectives. In other words, business and talent strategy 
need to be in harmony.

We have found this growing focus on talent to be reflected in the work Russell 
Reynolds Associates is doing for our clients. In 2013, the talent function accounted for 
just 8 percent of the work the firm did within the human resources (HR) field. Fast-
forward five years and, by 2018, this proportion had doubled. Talent (as a function) is by 
far the center of excellence with which the Russell Reynolds Associates HR Practice 
engages  the most, in terms of the number of searches we do related to the function. 

The growing need of our clients to build and mature their talent capabilities 
inspired the current research: an in-depth investigation into the talent landscape 
in collaboration with our clients, with a focus on global companies with revenues 
of $10B+. An amalgamation of primary and secondary research techniques was 
used to develop Russell Reynolds Associates’ point of view on the talent space. 
This encompassed desktop research, an analysis of 120 talent leader profiles to 
understand their backgrounds and experiences, interviews with 20 talent leaders, a 
survey answered by 30 talent leaders and discussion groups among subject matter 
experts. 
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Russell Reynolds Associates’ Guide to Reevaluating Talent 
Strategy

We recommend companies use a structured approach when reevaluating their talent strategy (see Figure 1). 
This begins with an analysis of the current state, i.e., the efficacy of the current talent strategy. This then leads to 
leadership and whether the right type of talent leader is in place to evolve or execute against the talent strategy. 
The next step is working out whether the talent function is structured in a way that supports the strategy the 
leader is trying to achieve. Finally, we consider whether the required investments are being made in the areas of 
talent that will enable success. The rest of the paper incorporates Russell Reynolds Associates’ research insights 
to elaborate on each stage of the process in more detail. 

FIGuRe 1: AppRoAch FoR ReevAluATInG TAlenT STRATeGy

LEVERS FOR CHANGE

LEADERSHIP
Do you have the right talent 

leader in place to evolve/ 
execute against your strategy?

INVESTMENT
Have you invested in 

critical talent practices to 
enable success?

ORGANIZATION
Are you organized 

correctly to achieve 
your talent strategy?

SITUATIONAL ASSESSMENT
What is your current talent strategy? 
Is it working? CURRENT 

STATE

rr-0124-911019 - Building a Talent Function.indd   3 13-Nov-19   12:21:20 PM



4

levers for change

1. leadership
Once a company is clear on its talent strategy, they next need to think about whether they have the right talent 
leader in place to execute against it and continue to innovate. Through our research, based on 120 global talent 
leaders, we have identified four archetypes of talent leader, each best suited to unique situations (see Figure 2). 

FIGuRe 2: FouR Key TypeS oF TAlenT leAdeR exIST

A generalist background is increasingly the norm
A predominantly generalist background is most common, seen in 42 percent of cases, and most suited to an 
organization prioritizing connectivity of talent to the business. The proportion increases to 45 percent in recent 
appointments (since 2017) in comparison to 38 percent prior, suggesting an increasing movement toward hiring 
this type of profile. 

TALENT MANAGEMENT EXPERT (22%)TALENT ACQUISITION EXPERT (17%)
Recruit when: the talent strategy needs 

overhauling
Recruit when: new talent strategy is in 
place which needs to be executed on

GENERALIST (42%)TALENT DEVELOPMENT EXPERT (19%)

Recruit when: prioritizing connectivity 
to business or grooming generalist for 

CHRO role

Recruit when: building out L&D 
capabilities and retention are a key focus

Specialized expertise
Big thinkers

Increasingly connected to exec 
commi�ee/board on succession issues

Less good at executing

Specialized expertise
Big thinkers
Data savvy/digitally astute
Less commercially skilled

Connected to business
All-rounders

Not an expert in any area of talent

Commercial: thinks about impact on 
business as cost center
Sophisticated relationship builder
Management experience
Data savvy
Not all TA profiles will scale well due 
to being too sales-/execution-
focused or operational

iv

i ii

iii
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The most appropriate type of profile is determined by a company’s situation
A different type of talent leader profile, which we expect to see more of in the coming years, is the execution-
focused talent acquisition (TA) expert, well suited to executing against a new talent strategy. They account for 17 
percent of talent leaders (increasing in recent appointments to 18 percent vs. 16 percent prior to 2017). They are 
commercially minded, have usually headed up the largest part of the human resources function and are good 
at building relationships (especially important, as the talent leader is increasingly exposed to the senior-most 
audience of an organization). However, not all TA profiles will scale well if they lack the strategic mindset on top of 
their ability to execute, so the pool is likely small. If a talent strategy needs overhauling, having a big-thinker talent 
management profile in the leadership role would be preferable.

2. organization
Once the strategy is set and the right leader is in place, the next step is ensuring that the organization is 
structured in a way that supports the talent strategy the leader is trying to bring to life. We have identified three 
(simplified) key models of the talent function structure (see Figure 3). 

FIGuRe 3: ThRee ModelS oF TAlenT TeAM oRGAnIzATIon STRucTuRe 

The unified model is increasingly the norm
A key finding is that an all-encompassing chief talent officer (CTO) is now commonplace at organizations (the 
unified model is found in 37 percent of cases). This means a talent leader has oversight of the entire employee 
lifecycle, starting with TA. Given the expansive remit and resulting expertise, these individuals will typically have 
CEO/board exposure in their role as CTO, unlike in more traditional models. Tying this to the defined profile 
archetypes, we expect to increasingly see generalist profiles, with CHRO in their sights, stepping up in unified 
models. As the remit of the CTO grows, the role is increasingly viewed as a stepping-stone to ultimately then 
becoming CHRO, especially given the likely board exposure. A generalist CTO who surrounds themselves with 
talent experts at the level below would then be in a strong position to deliver on talent strategy while improving 
connectivity of the centre of excellence with the business. 

MODERN APPROACH
Best suited for: 

Generalist profile

MOST COMMON APPROACH
Best suited for: 
TD/TM hybrid

TRADITIONAL APPROACH
Best suited for: 

Experts in each domain

UNIFIED
Chief Talent Officer

TA SEPARATED 
Head of Talent

FRAGMENTED
VP, TD & VP, TM

Oversight of talent end 
to end, direct report to CHRO, 

OpCo/Board-level exposure

Head of talent with bulk
of talent management (TM)/ 

talent development (TD) 
responsibility (not TA)

No overarching lead of 
different aspects of talent, so 

TM as peer to TD and TA

i ii iii
(37%) (40%) (23%)

CHRO CHRO

TA TD TM

TA TD TM

TA HEAD OF 
TALENTCTO

TD TM

CHRO
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Looking to the future
The proportion of talent leaders moving into unified talent structures has increased recently from 24 percent prior 
to 2017 to 46 percent since. This is a proportion we expect to rise further (at the larger organizations our research 
is focused on) given the benefits associated with bringing everything together under one lead. The entire talent 
strategy can then be more interwoven and connected as a result. 

3. Investment
The final aspect of a company’s talent strategy to reevaluate involves working out areas of talent that require 
increased focus and investment in order to achieve success. Figure 4 outlines the categories of talent Russell 
Reynolds Associates has used in our research. While all talent leaders in CTO or head of talent roles will have 
overall or some oversight of “talent development” and “succession and workforce planning,” there is some 
disagreement as to whether the role encompasses the likes of people analytics (43 percent), diversity and 
inclusion (43 percent), and future of work (17 percent).3

FIGuRe 4: coMponenTS oF TAlenT conSIdeRed

Different companies excel at different components of talent
Russell Reynolds Associates’ research has revealed that no single company comes out on top in terms of their 
talent practices when end-to-end talent strategy is considered. Instead, we see different leaders excelling 
in different areas of talent. For example, companies considered best in class for TA look very different from 
companies considered best in class for employee engagement. Through our research, Russell Reynolds 
Associates has a view of which key players are excelling/investing across different areas of talent and, as a result 
we have a good sense of the direction in which each area is moving (for example, see Figure 5 for our take on HR 
analytics). If you would like to know more about best-in-class companies, please set up a conversation with our 
team to learn about who comes out on top when other components of talent are considered. 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
DESIGN

ENGAGEMENT

FUTURE OF WORK

DIVERSITY & 
INCLUSION

HR ANALYTICS

TALENT 
ACQUISITION

TALENT 
DEVELOPMENT

SUCCESSION & 
WORKFORCE 

PLANNING

1

8

2

73

6

4

5

3. Russell Reynolds Associates Survey of CTOs (2019), n = 30.
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Key takeaway related to investments for our clients
Importantly, an outside-in approach to new talent practices combined with continued investment is essential in 
order to challenge traditional thinking and allow the organization to grow and develop talent at the rate it needs 
to. Organizations need to recognize that excellence in all areas is neither realistic nor necessary. Being clear on 
which components of talent have the greatest strategic value to your company and aligning your talent function 
to that are key.

FIGuRe 5: peRSpecTIve on uSe oF hR AnAlyTIcS To undeRpIn TAlenT STRATeGy

ALGORITHMS ARE COMPLEMENTARY, OBJECTIVE TOOLS 
THAT CAN BE APPLIED AT ALL STAGES OF THE EMPLOYEE 
LIFECYCLE

EXAMPLES OF COMPANIES 
USING AI FOR TALENT 

HIRE/RETENTION

EXAMPLES OF COMPANIES 
DEVELOPING AI TOOLS FOR 

USE ON TALENT

Standardize recruitment and improve the 
candidate experience through video interviews 
and objectively capturing behavioral data

Improve the employee experience, provide 
support for business decisions and make 
efficient use of budgets

The purpose of using AI is not to push out human stakeholders 
within the talent team; it is to help complement existing 
processes and enable decision-makers to be more objective.

Implications for the teams that build the algorithms include that 
they also need to be diverse and from different backgrounds and 
points of view in order to correctly utilize the datasets.

Algorithms only get be�er with time

LinkedIn

IBM

Unilever

Facebook

Accenture

Google

Pymetrics

In conclusion
Legacy-based approaches to talent will not stand the test of time in today’s volatile, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous world. Nor can digital natives rest assured that their cutting-edge approach to talent 
management will still be relevant and competitive in a year’s time. This is a call to action to all organizations: 
A continuous reevaluation of talent strategy is required to meet the ever-evolving requirements of 
business. This is a burden a CHRO need not face alone: A No. 2 in the form of a competent, strategic talent 
leader can be the key differentiator between an organization that successfully navigates the complex talent 
landscape vs. one that does not. Russell Reynolds Associates has the point of view and expertise to be 
guiding these critical conversations today in order to help organizations build their talent ecosystems of 
tomorrow. 
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redistributed, in whole or in part, without the prior express written consent of Russell Reynolds Associates.

About Russell Reynolds Associates

Russell Reynolds Associates is a global leadership advisory and search firm. Our 470+ consultants in 46 offices 
work with public, private and nonprofit organizations across all industries and regions. We help our clients build 
teams of transformational leaders who can meet today’s challenges and anticipate the digital, economic and 
political trends that are reshaping the global business environment. From helping boards with their structure, 
culture and effectiveness to identifying, assessing and defining the best leadership for organizations, our teams 
bring their decades of expertise to help clients address their most complex leadership issues. We exist to improve 
the way the world is led. 

www.russellreynolds.com
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