
Talent management is dead without managerial leadership 
 
This simple, but provocative, insight is usually met with the managerial response “we don’t have 
enough time”.  The challenge is thus: where do we get more time from?  We can’t create time, so 
we have to find ways of wasting less of it. 
 
A twenty-plus year of toil in physical science and then, management consulting, has suggested to 
me three major “time-wastage avoidance” methods: 
 

1. Match capable individuals to the task 
2. Be clear about expected results 
3. Foster commitment to the desired outcomes 

 
After eleven years of consulting and hundreds of books of reading, I have found two schools of 
thought that help usefully address all three opportunities spelt out above.  Not surprisingly, these 
two schools at first blush appear to contradict one another.  After all, the concepts of “hard” and 
“soft” are opposites… 
 
The “hard” answer I will present is strangely the better kept secret.  Perhaps, we should not be 
surprised since the spirit-of-our-times is much more open to insights derived from the “soft-
side”… 
 
The two schools that I will examine will be Elliott Jaques’ “Requisite Organisation” theory 
(perhaps slightly better known by an earlier Jaquesian label, “stratified systems theory”) and, 
briefly, Richard Barrett’s more recent work on deliberate culture transformation. 
 

1. Elliott Jaques: the ignored visionary 
 

The person 
 
The late Elliott Jaques’ 50+ year career, that effectively created management science, is still 
remarkable.  His rich background includes advanced studies in science, medicine, sociology and 
psychoanalysis.  Besides being a person of great education, he was perhaps more importantly an 
authentic researcher of the human condition under real conditions…if you accept that adults 
spend most of their waking hours at work, you should be pleased to hear that he spent years 
answering difficult questions like: 
 

 What is work, really? 

 How do jobs get “sized” (with no manipulation!)? 
 
Jaques spent the post World War II years answering these questions with union representatives!  
These folks may not have had advanced academic degrees, but they surely knew real answers 
from glib ones. 
 
Elliott’s startling, but simple, answer was directly inspired by interactions with the union reps.  All 
work is not the same!  Work changes in its very nature as jobs become “weightier”…it is not 
simply more of the same. 
 
“Bigger” work is fundamentally different because of the increasing time-horizons required.  I like 
to use an analogy of a car’s headlights…we’ve all seen cars with incredible beams that light up to 
almost the horizon, while other vehicles seem to dimly illuminate only a few metres ahead.  That’s 
like the world of work…some roles just require careful attention to the here-and-now; while others 
require wrestling with what lies out-of-sight and around the corner… 
 



Jaques’ research directly addresses the key issue (which sadly flies in the face of the Hollywood 
myth that “anyone can achieve anything”) of accurately matching appropriately capable 
individuals against the hierarchy of different roles (categorized as the different levels-of-work). 
 
The last H-word would have caught your attention!  It has become the curse of choice of modern 
management gurus: destroy (or at least flatten) it, they rant!  I’ll try and show why their latter rant 
(“less levels”) holds water, but not their first (“flat structure”). 
 

His (well-known) insights 
 
Jaques, who was a prolific author, wrote a 1990 Harvard Business Review article called “In 
Praise of Hierarchy”.  This Canadian was never one to beat around the bush!  He clearly lifted out 
its key insights: 
 
“Managerial hierarchy is the most natural and effective organization form that a big company can employ. 

As organizational tasks range from simple to complex, there are jumps in the level of responsibility. As the 

time span of the longest task assigned to each managerial role increases, so does the level of experience, 

knowledge, and mental stamina required. “ 

 
These simple-to-complex bundling of organizational tasks, with their associated time-spans, are 
shown below: 

 
Stratum 
or Level 

Time Span Private Sector Typical Role Public Sector Typical Role 

 50 years   
VII  Corporate CEO President 

 20 years   
VI  Executive Vice President Cabinet Minister 
 10 years   

V  Vice President Director General 
 5 years   

IV  Department Manager Chief Director 
 2 years   

III  Unit Manager Director 
 1 year   
II  Section Manager Assistant Director 
 3 months   
I  Operator Administrator 
 1 day   

 
If you’re looking at this table and thinking: “No way!  Things now happen at internet speed and not 
at this snail’s pace…” you have been sucked into a most serious mistaken belief.  It reminds me 
of that recent book title “Stealing Time”…the book investigates how an internet bubble-stock, 
America Online (AOL), managed to swallow a real-world iconic business, Time Warner, by 
leveraging the hugely inflated valuations of its shares.  What a valuable reminder about the 
dangers of hype triumphing over reality… 
 
Ironically, a similar deception has crept into the world of organisations.  I regularly hear level V, 
and higher, executives demanding strings of quick-wins, eighteen-month transformations and 
other virtual-reality fantasies.  If they used these “dramatic” breakthroughs to underpin real-world 
institution-building (the stuff that easily can take decade), it would still be fine.  But for many of 
them this is all they seemed to focus on – the short-term stuff.  Surely this short-termism is a 
recipe for scandal and disaster (as Enron, Parmalat, WorldCom, etc. show)?  



 

Applying Jaques’ “hierarchy” insights 
 
Jaques basic prescriptions for “requisite organisation” (yes, he did prescribe a better way) are 
straightforward to understand, but it still takes courage and persistence to implement: 
 

1. Get the right structure (determining the right number of levels is a crucial first step) 
2. Get the right people for the right roles (ensure incumbents have the required capability for 

their role) 
3. Teach the right managerial practices 

 
This rigorous, scientific approach requires some major adjustment in thinking about 
organisations.  For instance, employees do not report to managers; instead managers are 
accountable for their subordinates.  This subtle, but critical, shift in power relations means that it 
is in the manager’s best interest to invest in their subordinates’ success.  
 
Due to the brevity of this article, these three steps will only be briefly illustrated.  Jaques 20-plus 
books (plus many more written by other leading levels-of-work pioneers) indicate that there is 
much more to be said about this complete “system” of accountability-based management! 
 
Step 1 can be readily understood by reference to the accompanying picture.  It is basically self-
explanatory.  The reason managerial hierarchies have got a bad reputation is because they have 
been hijacked to serve as vehicles for status-based, tenure-driven “reward” mechanisms.  Jaques 
predicted that such arrangements (and they are all too common) would produce much bad fruit! 
 
This is where delayering is a potentially good thing (a point readily conceded to the organisational 
“modernists”).  However in the absence of levels-of-work principles it is not unheard of to go too 
far and gut an organisation – just see the many painful misadventures in reengineering 
“flattening” exercises.  

Time Span Too Many Just Right Stratum

10 years

5 years

2 years

1 year

3 months

1 day

VI

V

IV

III

II

I

 
 
Step 2 requires that employees’ capability be assessed (several methods exist) to ensure right-fit 
with the role they will fill.  If they are “too light” for the role, no amount of accelerated executive 
development is likely to materially change this deficit situation.  People’s capability does grow 
(unlike the fixed-at-childhood-IQ hypothesis) but much slower than most executives would want 
(typically if you are one-level too light for a senior position, it could take a decade, or more, to 
“grow” into that role – this maturation cannot be “fast-tracked”).  You can thus appreciate why 
Jaques is not popular with the multi-billion dollar training and development fraternity! 



 
Step 3 is where it becomes apparent that Jaques contribution to the world-of-work is a system.  
In one dramatic insight, Jaques solves the indifference problem displayed by many managers.  In 
low accountability environments managers usually blame non-delivery on their “incompetent” 
team, and get away with it.  Jaques requires that the manager be held accountable for the 
outputs of their team and its sustained effectiveness.  This is no-excuses territory. 
 
In return however, the manager must have certain minimum authorities like vetoing appointment 
of an unacceptable newcomer to the team (the criteria are obviously only performance related), 
assigning tasks to team members (and being the only one who may), deciding performance 
ratings for team members (but the manager must maintain regular appraisal and coaching to 
“earn” this authority) and initiating removal from role, with due process, if a team member cannot 
do the work required (this is not authority to dismiss the team member from the organisation).  
There is much more (like the pivotal role of the manager-once-removed) but that would require a 
series of articles….I point the interested reader to www.globalro.org for more. 
 
But there is more to Jaques than a three-point prescription.  Much, much more…. 
 

Seeing the less well-known Jaques: champion of values? 

 
Most people who have heard of Jaques do not like him.  In fact many of these folks actively 
despise him.  He has been called “authoritarian” (by Tom Peters of “In Search of Excellence”).  
Many people simply see hierarchies as irredeemably nasty and as no better than degrading 
“caste” systems.  The American Compensation Association, now called WorldatWork, has 
blackballed his theories (Jaques’ 1961 book “Equitable Payment”, gives a hint of the views that 
would offend those wanting to justify gargantuan salary differentials in organisations). 
 
This misrepresentation of Jaques’ legacy is a tragedy.  He is in fact largely the opposite of the 
elitist, unfeeling, amoral “structuralist” he is parodied as.  Judge for yourself, from these extracts 
from his writings (I could have provided many more): 
 
“Freedom, then, is the experience that accompanies not only the sense of all being well in our interactions 

with one another, but also the sense that all will continue to be well, the sense of likelihood of liberty and 

fraternity continuing to exist because they are enshrined in mutual trust-inducing constraints.  By the same 

token, justice has to do with the nature of the context that binds people together in a fitting way.  By 

contrast, oppression and injustice are the experiences that accompany the sense of all not being well in our 

interactions with others, and of all not likely to become well.  We feel mistrustful, suspicious, uncertain, 

unsure of others, if we find ourselves subjected to the actuality or the possibility of being exploited, or 

coerced, against our own will, whether from the malevolent intent of individuals or from a social context 

that causes people to act in malevolently coercive and self-seeking manner against their better nature. 

 

I shall refer to the first of these patterns, the pattern of positively intended social interactions, as trust 

inducing.  I shall refer to the second of these patterns, the pattern of negatively intended social 

interactions, as paranoiagenic, that is, as generating mistrust and suspicion among people. 

 

…. 

 

I am quite aware that I am substituting social constraints for personal values.  Many moralists might 

disagree, perhaps on the grounds that I am throwing in the sponge on the need for personal character 

building.  I do not believe for a moment that I am.  The society within which we live is quite simply a social 

affair.  The fundamental relationships which set the context, the framework, the limits within which we 

interact are a social matter, and not a matter to be left to individual character, decision, and 

determination.  The expectation that we shall all adhere to publicly agreed and endorsed constraints 

enables us to trust each other.” 
   “The Life and Behavior of Living Organisms” (2002), p. 253-254 

http://www.globalro.org/


 
Just in case you think these are the last words of a repentant, kinder 85-year old, I also provide 
an extract from his 1976 magnus opus, “A General Theory of Bureaucracy”: 
 
“An institution or pattern of organization may thus be defined as requisite to the extent that it reinforces 

the expression of behaviours supportive of confidence and trust in human interactions, and reduces 

suspicion and mistrust.” (p. 374) 
 

Jaques declared that “systems drive behavior” (“Social Power and the CEO” (2002), p. 34).  Not 
surprisingly, he thus detested most conventional, but often anti-requisite, management 
approaches which he saw as “abusive and dysfunctional” (1999 interview with Art Kleiner).  His 
big issue was always: “But is it trust-inducing?” 
 
Jaques and Clement, in their 1991 book “Executive Leadership”, actually commend sets of 
values.  The first, general core values, must as a minimum stress: 
 

 Mutual trust, confidence and reliability 

 Fairness and justice 

 Openness, with freedom from fear and central decree 

 Respect and dignity 
 
The second is a set of values describing the behaviours that can be expected from employees: 
 

 Integrity 

 Commitment 

 Reliability 

 Initiative 

 Co-operativeness 
 

The last set encompasses what employees can expect, in return, from the organisation: 
 

 Clear accountability and authority specifications for all roles 

 Competent managers 

 Opportunities to participate in task assignment and [employee] policy development 

 Challenging work 

 Timely managerial feedback regarding personal effectiveness 

 Fair differential remuneration based on level of work 

 Assurance of continued employment so long as there is no redundancy and the individual 
continues to be capable of doing the work 

 Entitlement to be adequately advised of vacancies and to be provided with an equal 
opportunity to apply and be considered 

 
To say Jaques was disdainful of soft-stuff like values and corporate culture thus displays 
ignorance of his great body-of-work.  It is just that he saw “healthy” corporate culture as a 
naturally emergent property of a requisite organisation (RO).  In his system it is a consequence, 
and proof of, of “requisiteness” and not something to be pursued in isolation.   
 
Many RO practitioners believe that a host of interventions (TQM and corporate culture 
transformation, to name two) just work much better if done after implementing RO prescriptions. 
 
So for those who want a more deliberate approach to “managing” values let’s turn to Barrett (but 
one that is still complementary to RO)…  

 



2. Richard Barrett: the accessible visionary 

 
Barrett’s “value-work” is much more recent than Jaques’.  His publishing career began in the 90’s 
with books like “Liberating the Corporate Soul: Building a Visionary Organization” and more lately, 
“Building a Values-Driven Organization: A Whole System Approach to Cultural Transformation”. 
 

The Levels of Consciousness model 
 
His culture-transformation tools are used around the world and in (varying degrees) in South 
African organisations too, like Nedbank, Sasol and AngloPlatinum.  I think it would be fair, at this 
stage, to characterise Barrett’s body-of-work as an intriguing model rather than a complete 
system.  It is an eclectic synthesis of various other researchers work with his own insights (like 
Abraham Maslow (he of the famous “triangle”), Ken Wilber (Integral model) and Dr Don Beck 
(Spiral dynamics)). 
 
What makes it powerful, and attractive to 
CEOs, is that it offers a measurement 
methodology for managing culture change.  
The management/measurement twinning 
is well understood and desired by 
executives. 
 
Using Maslow-inspired triangles, Barrett 
presents us with a Seven Levels of 
Consciousness model.  His heptadic 
(seven-fold) hierarchy does share some 
similarities to Jaques’ levels-of-work 
discovery.  The obvious similarity between 
the two is that lower levels in both are 
concerned with the shorter-term.  The 
higher levels in both are also long(er)-term 
in focus. 
 
I think where the two seven-level constructs differ, is on how to access the higher levels.  Jaques’ 
levels-of-work model indicates that the highest levels are accessed by individuals with the 
required cognitive capability.  Capability measurements that have been done globally show that 
the number of individuals who can function at work-level 7, is very small.  Barrett’s 
Consciousness model has the highest levels requiring not necessarily mental aptitude, but 
spiritual attunement.  I imagine that this different path to high-levels of consciousness, although 
still very challenging, is less “exclusive” - it is difficult for me to imagine that most humans cannot 
access these highest levels of human motivation.     
 
Therefore the Barrett model is a clear way of showing leaders that not all values are of the same 
type.  In fact they are usefully thought of as occurring at different levels of needs and motivations.  
These levels are further usefully clustered into three groups.  Levels 1 to 3 can be thought of as 
corresponding to “self-interest”, level 4 to “transformation” and levels 5 to 7 to the “common good”    
 

What the model can reveal 
 
By gathering an organisation’s perceptions of what its current and desired sets of values are and 
then plotting these sets, powerful insights are generated.  After doing this, it becomes apparent 
what an organisation’s culture is and should be.  You can imagine a management team’s surprise 
when they see Current Culture Values being heavily clustered around “self-interest”, while their 
organisation is crying out for a more full-spectrum Desired Culture.  The latter usually includes 



several new “transformation” and “common good” values that are missing in the Current Culture.  
These types of mismatches can be a telling indicator of factors that are driving employees away. 
 
For me the amazing result of doing such a values investigation is that desired future state and the 
implied journey to get there, is generated by the employees in an organization.  This must surely 
be good news for CEOs who know of the importance of “participation”, but sometimes fear that 
this will give the “wrong” answer! The Desired Culture that employees seek is usually right… 
 
I include an actual example of a team-values assessment I did for a large tertiary hospital, for 
illustrative purposes.  In Barrett’s case, a picture is truly worth a thousand words! 
 

 
 
The twenty-two respondents are the heart of the management team at this institution.  For people 
who know how to interpret these plots, you can immediately see there is a huge challenge.  The 
first impression however should be, that the perceptions of a diverse group of people have been 
richly distilled into an actionable “dashboard”, which can be used to steer the troubled 
organisation towards better climes… 
 
The three views are of the cumulative votes of the top 10 choices of each participant for (1) their 
personally held values, (2) their perception of the current culture and (3) their desired culture.  
The values are chosen from a long list of values that is typically tailored to the realities of their 
environment (so “profit” for instance would not be used on as public-sector hospital list). 
 
It is instructive to examine the plots for values themes.  This hospital team’s Personal Values 
speak of people who are principled, committed and caring.  Not surprisingly, if you look at their 
Desired Culture, it speaks of service delivery, employee engagement and ethics.  However, what 
are they experiencing in the Current Culture?  There is very disturbing mismatch…  
 



Although there is good “levels-congruence” between the three plots, the problem is that the 
Current Culture contains mainly “potentially limiting” values (the white dots with red outlines) like 
Conflict, Fear, Intolerance, Micromanagement, etc.  The only positive themes to emerge are 
learning and selfless service (without these redeeming qualities the hospital would probably fail 
spectacularly). 
 
The rest is cultural entropy in Barrett language….too much of this and an organisation will not 
thrive; in fact its very existence could be at stake (certainly if it is a for-profit organisation).  Clearly 
this entropy is akin to the paranoiagenicity spoken of by Jaques. 
 
Why do health-care workers leave such a hospital?  Look at the “white dots” first!  Simply 
throwing more money at such a retention challenge is worse than ineffectual; it simply masks the 
deeper issues, and after the short-term flush of more pay has worn off with staff, you are painfully 
stuck with the previous disengagement and wage inflation. 
 
So what to do in such a situation?  One can start by deciding to track such a dashboard like the 
one shown above, and holding managers accountable for its steady improvement.  Dramatic 
turnarounds of floundering organisations have been attributed to such a journey.  But 
organisational change is preceded by personal change.  Leaders thus set the ceiling on what the 
organisation can aspire to. 
 
For leaders ready to authentically embrace the challenge Barrett’s tools are very useful.  It will 
take courage and honesty, but I am reminded of my favourite quotation attributed to Gandhi. 
 
“We must become the change we want to see in the world.” 
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