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PREFACE

All organisations have problems, and they nearly always concern people. How to manage them; whom to hire, fire or promote; and how to motivate, develop and retain them. Psychology, the science of understanding people, should be a pivotal tool for solving these problems, yet most organisations play it by ear. As a result, billions are wasted on futile interventions to attract and retain the right people in key roles, and most people remain disenchanted with their careers. The effects are felt by everyone. Employees want better jobs and better leaders; leaders want better employees; organisations and entire economies underachieve. McKinsey first introduced the notion of a war for talent, the idea that since people are the critical asset of organisations, organisations’ success depends on attracting, motivating and retaining top employees, in 1997 – yet, nearly twenty years on, most organisations’ ability to identify and nurture human potential remains limited.

I consider myself lucky. My career choices have been fairly improvised. For example, the reason I decided to study psychology at university was that it was the only subject I found vaguely interesting – and easy – at school, not least because the final assignment was to write an essay on One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (the Jack Nicholson movie, rather than the book). I liked the film. Expressing my views was fun and painless. And my teacher told me I had a natural talent for psychology. I don’t think she was a great talent spotter, but I do remember listening to her because the idea of getting a university degree without having to do too much work was quite appealing. At university, I became obsessed with Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, whose theories made for great bar conversations in the late hours of the Buenos Aires night until I realised they were pure metaphysical masturbation.

I decided I needed a way out – a return to reality – so I moved to London and embraced British empiricism. Data became my new best friend. The only problem was that psychometrics and personality assessment provided few opportunities to emerge from the depths of academic psychology and into the real world of business, where I ultimately wanted to live. Yet by the time I had finished my Ph.D. the war for talent was in full swing, and demand for the science of personality was booming. Since then a great deal of my time has been devoted to creating scientifically credible tools for evaluating, predicting and explaining human behaviour. Hogan Assessment Systems, the company I’m proud to lead, is a major arms manufacturer in the war for talent: our focus is the development of tools for understanding people, especially their talents.

I know most people aren’t as lucky. Even when they have talent, and they live in places where opportunities abound, they struggle to find the right careers. As a result, they end up staying in meaningless jobs for many years, underperforming and alienated, or compulsively switching from one job to the next. Work ends up being a burden and the main source of their miseries, so the only joy they have left is succeeding in their personal lives. On the other hand, employers keep lamenting their inability to find the right people for critical roles, which makes job markets inefficient.

We all play a role in the war for talent. Organisations are the countries, their CEOs are the generals, human resource (HR) leaders the lieutenants, and independent consultants and coaches are the mercenaries and soldiers. But, infiltrated among all these groups are many toxic agents – the uninformed and misinformed – who corrupt the state of affairs and turn this conflict into a dirty war. To be fair, most of the people contributing to the war for talent are well-intentioned, but in following unscientific and populist advice they unwittingly add to the crisis. Then there are the actual thought anarchists, who proactively create the intellectual chaos that makes thinking about talent an amateurish activity. This book is an attempt to combat these populist agents of irrationality. Its main ammunition is science, which, as Adam Smith noted, ‘is the great antidote to the poison of enthusiasm and superstition’. It is not that science provides the ultimate truth on any issues, but that it is a powerful weapon for eliminating misconceptions and debunking myths. As Thomas Schofield observed: ‘science is not about finding the truth at all, but about finding better ways of being wrong’.1

In order to bridge the gap between the psychological science of talent and real-world talent malpractices, this book aims to educate HR practitioners and leaders on critical talent matters in light of some of the latest research in this area. To this end, it will explain the current challenges pertaining to employee selection, development and engagement; how best to define and evaluate talent; how to detect and inhibit toxic employee behaviours; and how to motivate employees to perform to the best of their capabilities. This book digests the evidence drawn from key academic studies to provide theory-based and data-driven recommendations on how to fix organisations’ talent problems. I have written this book for practitioners, but since the topics discussed in it are arguably of broader interest, it may also appeal to any reader who is curious about human potential at work. In fact, it is hoped that anyone interested in the psychology of talent may refer to this book as a trustworthy and enjoyable alternative to the talent delusion, the nonsensical feel-good writings commonly published on the subject of human potential.

My main intention with this book is to be critical and constructive but not adversarial. However, given the lack of critical thinking that characterises mainstream coverage of talent-related issues, some of my arguments may seem controversial. I will therefore provide as much scientific evidence in support of my points as I possibly can; more than is common in non-academic books. If you believe in data, there is no better source of evidence than peer-reviewed academic journals, because of their focus on thorough and carefully executed studies and their attention to impartiality and conflicts of interest. Another important element of peer-reviewed articles is that they adhere to the main scientific method, which is to advance knowledge incrementally by building on previous knowledge and providing a clear basis for refuting findings. Conversely, white papers published by commercial enterprises fail to meet scientific standards, are rarely replicated by academic studies and, deliberately or not, ignore the more robust body of evidence that exists in peer-reviewed journals. This explains the proliferation of fads and buzzwords that manage to not only survive the critical eye of evidence-based practitioners and scientists, but also become shiny new objects with cult-like followings in the world of HR. So long as talent management practitioners continue to rely only on their common sense and intuition to judge the quality of such ideas, progress will be slow, trivial and tedious.

If the purpose of war is to produce peace, how can we end the war for talent? What are the conditions we need to put in place so that the majority of organisations can staff key jobs more effectively and upgrade the collective potential and output of their workforce? How do we enable the majority of people to unleash their full potential and enjoy meaningful and rewarding careers? There is no magic or simple answer to these questions. However, improving our ability to understand, predict and manage talent is a necessary step for achieving some progress.

Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, Ph.D.

New York, August 2016




‘In all affairs it’s a healthy thing now and then to hang a question mark on the things you have long taken for granted.’

BERTRAND RUSSELL

‘The greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance, it is the illusion of knowledge.’

STEPHEN HAWKING

‘Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.’

RICHARD FEYMAN
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