
Fostering talent:
opportunities 
and challenges

I usually say that our world is essentially dynamic and complex, a
world in permanent change in which people, with their ability to
innovate and their technology, develop products and processes
modifying it at an increasingly rapid pace. However, as Schengen
said, «there are no innovations nor new ideas, no matter how good
they may be, if they are not based on a learning process and
developed».

Such changes happen mostly as a result of progress in science and
technology that, in an increasing diversification of knowledge and
effects, catalyses the advent of new concepts and changes that
eventually affect convictions and ways of life considered until
recently to be permanent and unchangeable.
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I have no special talent. 
I am only passionately curious.

Albert Einstein

Talent in a changing world

In the new knowledge society, information and
knowledge are the forces driving the world 
and as essential as former traditional factors such
as land, work and capital. Information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) act as a driver
changing many paradigms taken for granted in
the traditional conception of our society and
labour relations. Some of the latest developments
such as telerobotics, increased reality, smart inter-
faces, diffuse computation and nanotechnology,
just to mention some examples related to the
network society, will eventually have a total effect

on the conception and orientation of social and
relational life and shift currently assumed rules
in production, services, business as well as leisure. 

Many of these changes start occurring, though we
are not fully aware of them, and lead often to
psychological and social upheaval as our mind
and biology struggles to adapt to too quick
changes or – perhaps better – faster changes than
what we are used to, i.e. destabilising changes.

Our challenge is therefore to try to adapt to
change and to the pace of change. Such change is
unleashed by current technological progress that,
to put it simple, turns upside down the traditional
view of factors such as:

� Production systems

� Communication between people

� Decision-taking processes
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Society has to be able to take on change
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CHANGE

(ICT)
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Chart 1. Interrelation of technological and social change

�Information and communication technologies (ICT) act as a driver changing many paradigms taken for
granted in the traditional conception of our society and labour relations.



Overall, dependence of people on technology in
general and ICT in particular is growing in all ar-
eas. We are surrounded by machines, processes
and systems working and thinking for us, quite
often even guiding, orienting, driving and impos-
ing on us!

Dependence of people on technology
is growing. We are surrounded by
machines, processes and systems
working and thinking for us. 
To make progress and live in this 
new global setting, we need to
redefine our knowledge, our attitudes
and rethink how to conceive and
reach out to our talents. 

Technology-based society is therefore a complex
society within a complex world, which leads us
necessarily to an essential uncertainty about do-
ing things, managing and taking decisions due to
our ignorance of phenomena and the society
around us or the way to control them. This causes
with many people a certain anxiety about know-
ing where we are heading to, where the world is
heading to and also about knowing what to do
and how. This needs to be considered when
thinking of training and assessing personal quali-
ties and abilities.

To make progress and live fully integrated in the
new global setting in which patterns are chang-
ing, we need to redefine our knowledge and atti-
tude and especially rethink how to conceive and
reach out to our talents.

Beyond standard definitions describing talent
as a «particular ability to do something», we
could define it as «a set of specific skills that,
together with our personality, facilitate an op-
timal handling of our interpersonal and social
relations». Talent can be considered a poten-
tial. It is so in the sense that somebody has a
set of characteristics or abilities that can – or
cannot – eventually be developed or deployed
at a faster or slower pace according to the dif-

ferent variables one can meet in their own
field of action.

Talent can also be considered a derivative or a
manifestation of so-called emotional intelligence,
and is an ability or a set of abilities pointing out
in a setting of people or a social group to carry
out certain tasks or functions with success and
full acceptation.

Talent can be inherited or acquired by training or
learning. Unlike acquired, intrinsic talent is char-
acterised by the individual being able to not
practise it over a long period and pick it up later
with the same skill, whereas acquired talent
needs to be practised on an ongoing basis in or-
der not to lose the achieved skills or have them
weakened. It could be said that talent does not
mean to have many ideas but to be able to get
the best out of them!

Talent is a potential, the skills a
person is able or unable to 
develop according to the different
variables they can meet in their
own field of action. Having talent
does not mean to have many 
ideas but to be able to get the best
out of them.

We can conclude from the above said that believ-
ing that talent is exclusive to a few is the first big
mistake we can do to stimulate or manage such
talent, for despite talent may have a more or less
strong inborn component, it requires continuous
work, hands-on experience based on trial and er-
ror and especially a clear orientation.

To think that talent is derived from the youth’s
genetic pool only is a crass error, for experience is
crucial to generate talent and to truly implement
it so it can become useful for anybody’s personal
career. Those who have learned how to success-
fully manage difficult situations and teams are
about to have a talent of their own that needs to
be appreciated.
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These concepts are important to educate and
train people as well as to select and prepare them
for specific academic or professional tasks. In ed-
ucation, for instance, it is not so much about
teaching but teaching to learn, to solve problems
and new or untypical situations, to foster the ca-
pacity for critical analysis and for research and in-
novation. At work, the goal shall not be to con-
centrate our efforts on «headhunting» but on
something more real and efficient in the long
term such as creating overall opportunities and
conditions so it is the talented who seek our own
company or organisation. The first case requires
teachers and administrative staff with a deep
change of mindset, and the second awake, reflex-
ive managers able to take risks to a certain point,
but also to communicate and delegate without
being afraid from people under their responsibili-
ty improving day by day in doing their job.

Our «network society» has a double meaning for
the relevance and management of talent. On the
one hand, it has brought about globalisation and
new emerging social, political, commercial and
industrial challenges that require people with
new and diversified education and abilities (i.e.
talent); on the other hand, it provides new tools
turning upside down traditional concepts of
training, work and acquisition of abilities. Tailor-
made lifelong learning as well as working and
collaborating in disperse, multi-location teams –
breaking up time and space barriers – are good
examples for that.

Talent in a global setting:
change, innovation,
diversity and cooperation

In previous paragraphs, the words change, innova-
tion, diversity and cooperation have appeared sev-
eral times, and for good reason. These concepts
are interrelated as well as linked to phenomena
based on the deployment of the network society
and the new technologies that are leading to in-
creasing globalisation and interdependence of
phenomena and people in our world.

It is not difficult to state – in fact, it has been vast-
ly dealt with – that change and innovation are in-
timately entangled and affect the parameters re-
lated with talent and its management. But what is
the relation between such talent on the one side
and diversity and cooperation on the other?

We live in a global setting, where
opening up to and cooperation
between team members and between
them and other teams is
indispensable. The ability to cooperate
is another point to consider when
evaluating and managing the
development and promotion of talents.

To give an example, we all know that the car in-
dustry is highly automated and makes intensive
use of robotisation and computerised manage-
ment of production, distribution and sales
processes, quite often following a fully decen-
tralised, outsourced and geographically spread
pattern. This could appear to mean a strong uni-
formisation of manufactured models and their
finishing, but this is not the case. Intelligent au-
tomation of related processes and increasing
competition, together with increasing require-
ments by customers, lead to manufacturing and
distribution being adapted to individual wishes
and needs. As a consequence, talent and its man-
agement have to open up to diversity of demand,
not to uniformity as automated and global devel-
opment may initially suggest. As early as in the
2nd century BC, Terence stated: «Diversity: every-
one has their own way; so many men, so many
minds.»

To think that talent is derived from the
genetic pool only is a crass error, for
experience is crucial to generate
talent and to truly implement it.

Whether we like it or not, we live in a global
setting, with relocated, disperse and often 
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outsourced development, design and production
markets and processes. If we add the multidisci-
plinarity of techniques and methodologies used
to find solutions to new needs, we can infer that
we cannot move on our own. Opening up and
cooperation are indispensable – cooperation 
with the different members of a team as well 
as with other physically or thematically different
teams. The ability to cooperate and all it means 
is another point to consider when evaluating 
and managing the development and promotion
of talents. 
As Bertrand Russell once said, «the only thing
that will redeem mankind is coooperation».

Talent management

M. A. Sabadell says that everybody believes they
know what talent is, but only few are able to de-
fine it. There are companies devoted to talent
search, but they do not seem to be able to recog-

nise it. Psychologists and neuroscientists try to
find out where it is, if it is an inborn feature or
rather acquired through education and learning.

Managing talent is to set up a
dialogue through which elements like
personal and professional
development, organisational goals,
confidence between stakeholders and
setting up taskforces based on quality
and sharing information become the
pillars of management.

Is talent something absolute or just circumstan-
tial, is it momentary or permanent? Can it be
practised and developed? Is it equivalent to abili-
ty? Many of us would probably feel able to an-
swer these questions but the answers could turn
out not to be the right ones. In fact, headhunters
look for what they are not really able to define.
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CHANGE INNOVATION

DIVERSITY COOPERATION

«Nothing endures
but change»
Heraclitus (ca. 500 BC)
Quoted by Diogenes

«Diversity: everyone
has their own way;
so many men,
so many minds.»
Terence (190-159 BC)

«Time is the
greatest innovator»
Francis Bacon
Of Innovations (1625)

«The only thing
hat will redeem
mankind is cooperation»
Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)

Chart 2. Change, innovation, diversity and cooperation, interdependent phenomena related
to talent in a global setting

�Change, innovation, diversity, cooperation: concepts interrelated as well as linked to phenomena based
on the deployment of the network society and new technologies.



We could even ask if talent can be detected or
just recognised when its effects are stated. It may
well be a combination of method and intuition!

The philosopher and writer Elbert Hubbert once
said: «There is something scarcer, subtler and
more valuable than talent: talent to recognise the
talented.» It has also been believed that a high IQ
secured excellent professional performance, but
later studies have demonstrated that this is not
necessarily the case. Different pieces of research
have concluded that humans are split into two
groups: those who believe that intelligence is un-
changeable and those convinced that it is mal-
leable. If we further consider the dichotomy be-
tween inborn and acquired abilities, short-term
and long-term memory, genetic and environmen-
tal factors, etc., we will forcibly acknowledge that
understanding talent is not really easy and hence
its adequate management can become – at least
theoretically – complex and not within every-
body’s grasp.

In spite of any more or less theoretical considera-
tion made so far, and although it may seem ex-
tremely difficult, identifying talent is not only
possible, but we often are even fully aware of
where it is. However, we need to start managing
it. Managing talent is nothing else than setting up
a dialogue through which elements like personal
and professional development, organisational
goals, confidence between stakeholders and set-
ting up taskforces based on quality and sharing
information become the true pillars of the man-
agement process. All these elements need to
point towards a common, fully identified goal. We
only need to find or identify talent in the compa-
ny or its setting.

But beware! In order to find talent in our organi-
sation, we first need to know what we are look-
ing for and what we are ready to do as human re-
source managers so the «rookie» gets to work
with enthusiasm and commitment. It has to be
said that it happens quite often that our organisa-
tions are full of valuable people with a positive
attitude, totally unused and waiting for their op-
portunity. The challenge is to know how to detect
it, and especially to do so in time! We must not

forget, however, that attitudes towards work are
not assumed nor do they remain for good, but
they need to be consolidated and built up perma-
nently; they depend to a high degree on manage-
ment as such at the company. Any initial push
can get lost during the first month of work.

Human talent management is the
ability to attract, mobilise, engage and
develop the most competent and
committed professionals and to
transform individual into
organisational talent.

It is unrealistic to believe that there are exact and
simple recipes in human relations. Intuition and
common sense have to make up for shortcomings
in statistics and apparently unmoveable patterns.
Human beings, as intelligent and sensitive deci-
sion-makers, thus become more valuable in busi-
ness.

There is a seemingly insignificant fact that how-
ever emphasises clearly the change of paradigm
in human resources: the progressive replacement
of the expression «human resource management»
by «human talent management». This means that
people are not considered mere tools anymore
but the main capital bringing life, movement and
action into any organisation.

Given all this, we could assert that human talent
management is the ability of companies and or-
ganisations to not only attract, mobilise, engage
and develop the most competent and committed
professionals, but also to transform individual
into organisational talent through an exciting
project.

Proactive policies to foster
and use talent

As previously referred, the combination of global-
isation and the overall impact of ICT in manufac-
turing and management make competitiveness
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indispensable. This means that public and private
companies and organisations need to care for
strategies to secure their competitiveness and
their social and economic progress in the medium
and long term. A whole set of comparative stud-
ies reveal that there is hardly any perceived urge
to become competitive in this field in our indus-
trial, social and political environment. The clue is
to adopt measures encouraging the capacity to
innovate and specialise in knowledge-based in-
dustries. Urgent measures are needed to foster an
entrepreneurial community, basically in emerging
sectors, and to count on talent by promoting it.

Public and private companies and
organisations need to care for their
competitiveness and their social and
economic progress. The clue is to
adopt measures encouraging the
capacity to innovate and specialise in
knowledge-based industries.

This problem does not affect Catalonia or Spain
only, though there are apparent differences. The
problem is rather global and affects the whole of
Spain to a certain extent. The European Commis-
sion estimates that about 400,000 scientists and
technologists from the EU are currently working
in the United States. A similar piece of work car-
ried out by the Studies Service of La Caixa sav-
ings bank reduces this figure to roughly 370,000.
Although data collected from the different coun-
tries are not homogeneous, making it difficult to
draw reliable comparisons, it can be said that
countries like Germany, Italy and the Nether-
lands have a net outflow of about 20% of their
national stock; in Spain, it is only 3%. Apart from
the US, the leading countries regarding the ratio
of researchers on total employment are Japan,
Australia, New Zealand, Korea and Switzerland 
–just to mention a few– all of which are far above
the European Union. China, India and other
countries are emerging at a strong pace.

To summarise, Europe has exported to the Unit-
ed States the equivalent of one year’s output 
of science and engineering graduates of all its

universities. This is a purely numeric approach
that does not account for the quality of emigrated
human resources. According to the above-men-
tioned report, it is presumable that much of the
best talent has not left Europe.

A figure that possibly illustrates the increasing 
US leadership in research refers to the Nobel
Prize winners. In the 1900s, 5% were American
and 70% European; in 2006 the US took 78% of
prizes, while Europe only 5%. No comment.

Although Catalonia has improved its R&D&I 
expenditure on GDP by 0.2 percentage points in
the last six or seven years, it still is below some
other Spanish regions and certainly under the 
EU average.

Do we need to worry? I think so. Our business
and academic model is too vulnerable and hardly
future-minded. For years we have been building
an economic model based on salary advantages
that allowed us to welcome immigrants and spe-
cialists in traditional, hardly knowledge and inno-
vation-oriented industries. This model has con-
tributed to lower the salary gap between graduate
workers and the rest, thus reducing the incentives
to go to university and attend permanent educa-
tion. A study by ANECA proves that Spanish
graduates are the worst paid in Europe, only sec-
ond to the Czech. This is definitely not encourag-
ing! It is not up to public authorities to solve this
issue directly, but they ought to enact according
policies to foster productive industries.

Europe has exported to the United
States the equivalent of one year’s
output of science and engineering
graduates of all its universities. It is
presumable that much of the best
talent has not left.

As to universities, there is much to do. It is not
about regulating more and more things, but to
secure recognition of good results and interna-
tionally standardised quality. My friend Andrés
Pedreño, a full professor of economics at and 
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former rector of the University of Alicante, wrote
in an article published one year ago: «With a lack
of quality at universities, brain drain from the Eu-
ropean Union, low salary gaps between graduates
and non-graduates, no common space and infra-
structures for researchers and companies as well
as a missing awareness of a relevant social role,
universities may increasingly fall into endogamy».

The solution is similar to and consistent with 
the previous point: few uniformising and com-
pelling legislation, approaches fostering and 
rewarding competitiveness and success, encour-
agement of enriching exchange (i.e. mobility)

with universities worldwide and with entrepre-
neurial and creative environments. Put in other
words, acting as a catalyst for change – have
doing things well and in a creative way pay off.

To finish, I would like to add that we must not
mistake things. We shall not make wise (which is
also desirable) but talented people: managing tal-
ent, commercial talent, technical talent, adminis-
trative talent, innovating talent, entrepreneurial
talent, marketing talent...

Following Terence, «everyone has their own way;
so many men, so many minds».
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