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From War for Talent 
to Victory Through 
Organization
Dave Ulrich

HR professionals 
need to establish 
organizations that 
leverage individual 
talent through 
collective actions.  

I like quantitative data that provides 

empirical answers. But I also like qualitative 

data that enables me to investigate questions 

without clear answers. Recently, I was inter-

viewing a new CHRO who came into HR with 

systems and manufacturing background. As 

he reflected on his first 90 days as CHRO, he 

noted that HR folks seemed consumed with 

improving talent processes. He observed that 

they had developed many good disciplines 

at bringing people into the organization and 

helping them be productive. He said that he 

felt that they were 65 to 75% up the “S-curve” 

of managing talent. But, he realized that the 

challenge in his organization was not about 

talent alone, but about building a culture. He 

shared that his organization was changing its 

business focus and merely getting good peo-

ple into the organization was not enough; the 

organization needed to create a more adaptive 

culture. He believed the tagline, “culture eats 

strategy for lunch,” and he felt that HR should 
be the steward of culture as well as talent.   

This conversation has been reinforced 
by my experience and the insights of others.  
Wayne Brockbank points out in a marvelous 
essay:

The vulnerability of the talent paradigm 

is that it focuses on optimizing indi-

vidual contributions. The term talent 

inherently focuses on ensuring that 

companies have the individual talent 

necessary to achieve their purposes.  

Certainly this is a critically important 

agenda for any organization. However, 

by focusing primarily on individual 

contributions, the talent movement, 

by definition, succeeds in making the 

organizational whole equal to the sum 

of the parts. This overlooks the central 

contribution of organization to make 

the organization whole greater than the 

sum of the parts. It is this integrating 

and leveraging function of organiza-

tion that creates sustained competitive 

advantage.1 

In the last 15 to 20 years, the HR profes-
sion has been shaped by remarkable work 
captured in the “war for talent.”2  Many have 
built systems for bringing people into the 

organization (sourcing, having a value proposi-

tion), moving them through the organization 

(development, performance management, 

engagement), and removing them from the 

organization (outsourcing).3 The war for talent 

was a great battle, but we now need to turn to 

victory through organization.  

Talent is not enough. HR professionals 

need to establish organizations that leverage 

individual talent through collective actions.  

The whole organization should be greater than 

the separate parts. United states are stronger 

than individual states. Teams outperform indi-

viduals. Individuals are champions, but teams 

win championships.   

I believe that in any business dialogue 

(being at the table), an HR professional can 

proffer three unique contributions: 

•  Talent: To what extent do we have the 

right people with competence (right 

people, right skills, right job), commitment 

(engagement), and contribution (meaning) 

to win in the marketplace?

  • Leadership: To what extent do we have 

branded leaders who deliver results in the 

right way?

  • Organization: To what extent do we 

have the right organization to deliver sus-

tained business goals?
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In today’s rapidly changing business world, 
the challenge of building the right organiza-
tion complements and supercedes the talent 
challenge. It is interesting to note that the 
Chartered Institute of Auditors has prepared 
recent documentation to help auditors monitor 
culture.4 Getting good people into the organi-
zation falls with creating a culture where peo-
ple work hard on the right things. One of the 
challenges for HR professionals to facilitate 
building the right organization is that there 
are related concepts, terms, and prescriptions 
that require clarity. Are organizations to be 
thought of as resources,5 core competencies,6  
health,7 climate,8 processes,9  values,10  shared 
mindsets,11 organization types,12 or systems?13 

With these confusing concepts, no wonder 
HR professionals have difficulty in creating 
competitive organizations. The concept clearly 
matters, but it seems impossible to articulate 
or define with any precision. Let me propose a 
three step process (summarized in Table 1) for 
HR professionals to bring discipline to creat-
ing victory through organization.14

First, organization capabilities represent 
what the organization is known for, what it is 
good at doing, and how it allocates resources 
to win in its market. Organizations should 
be defined less by their structure and more 
by their ability to establish the capabilities 
required to win—that is, to serve custom-
ers in ways that competitors can not readily 
copy. Organization capabilities might include 
the ability to respond to or serve customers, 
drive efficiency, manage change, collaborate 
both inside and outside, innovate on products 
and business model, access information, and 
establish the right culture. HR professionals 
can facilitate capability audits to determine 
if the organization has prioritized the right 
capabilities to win (see Table 2 for the steps to 
a capability audit).15   

Second (in table 1), culture represents the 
pattern of how people think and act in the 
organization. While organizations can have 
many capabilities, culture is likely to the key 
for future success. The right culture takes 
what the organization should be known for by 

key customers and uses this external identity 
to shape internal thought and action. HR pro-
fessionals can audit the extent to which an 
organization has the right culture.

Third (in table 1), management actions can 
be identified and implemented to create and 
sustain the desired culture. My colleagues and 
I have classified these actions into intellectual, 
behavioral, and process agendas. Intellectual 
agendas ensure that managers create a shared 
culture inside and outside the organization, 
behavioral agendas show the extent to which 
all employees behave consistently with the 
desired culture, and process agendas insti-
tutionalize the culture through management 
practices.

The three dimensions in this organization 
logic parallel psychologists’ understanding 
of individuals. Individuals have personalities 
(parallel to organization capabilities) that have 
been categorized into the “Big 5”: openness, 
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeable-
ness, and neuroticism. These five personality 
traits capture domains that can be observed 

Summary Logic Key Question and Focus Previous Research Audits That Can Be Done Analogue With 
Individual

Capability What is the organization  good 
at doing and what should it be 
known for?
competitive differentiators.

Resources 
Strategic capabilities
core competencies

capability audit:  
What do we have to be known 
for and good at to win? This 
should be tightly linked to 
strategy.
measure the extent to which 
priorities are shared about 
capabilities required to win. 

What is my personality?
We each have a personality that 
can be dissected into five core 
personality traits based on what 
comes naturally to us.

Culture How do we shape the right 
patterns that will enable us to 
win?
How the organization works: 
Event, pattern, identity. 

competing values
organization types
organization health

cultural audit: 
Do we have the right patterns 
for thinking and behaving?
measure the clarity and 
accuracy of the culture. 

What habits inform my lifestyle 
and identity?
We each have habits or routines 
that determine who we are.

Management action 1: 
Intellectual Agenda

create a clear message about 
the desired culture to share 
inside and outside.

Shared mindset 
Values 

Unity audit:   
Do we have a shared culture?   
Do we make recognize implicit 
our assumptions?
measure unity of culture and 
clarity of assumptions.

What are my thought patterns 
(schema)?

Management action 2: 
Behavioral Agenda

Turn culture identity into 
employee actions.

climate Behavioral audit: 
Do employee behaviors link to 
the culture?
measure behavior alignment 
and change.

What are my daily actions?
(calendar test)

Management action 3: 
Process Agenda

create, shape, and reinforce 
culture through management 
practices.

Systems
 • 7s
 • STAR
 • High-performing work 

system
organization Processes

Process or system audit:
Do we have processes that 
reinforce and embed the 
culture?
measure process alignment 
and change.

How do my emotions shape 
my experience and sustain my 
desired routines?

Table 1: Three Dimensions of competitive organization: capability, culture, management Action
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and measured. Individuals then have habits 

(organization culture or patterns) that deter-

mine how they approach life. Psychologists 

say that 50% to 80% of what people do come 

from habits or routines. These habits show 

up in how people think (cultural intellectual 

agenda), act (cultural behavioral agenda), and 

manage emotions or sentiment that signal and 

sustain behaviors (cultural process agenda).  

Psychologists who diagnose individuals look 

at each of the three levels (personality, habit, 

action); likewise HR professionals who assess 

organization can look at three levels (capabil-

ity, culture, and management action). 

Implication for HR Professionals
While talent may be 65 to 75% of the way 

up the “S curve,” creating competitive organi-

zations is likely only 15 to 25% up the “S curve.” 

As HR professionals bring similar rigor to orga-

nization as they have to talent and leadership, 

they will add even more value to their orga-

nizations. The wars for talent will be changed 

into victories through organization.
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